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P reface 


This little volume is based on the Arensberg Lectures given at Stan¬ 
ford University under the auspices of the Francis Bacon Foundation 
in May 1961. The purpose of the lectures was to give a brief survey of 
Italian thought during the Renaissance period, and they cover at least 
in part the same subject that I have treated many times during the last 
twenty years or so in a graduate lecture course at Columbia Univer¬ 
sity. The entire subject of Renaissance philosophy is obviously too large 
for adequate treatment in a course, let alone in a series of lectures. A 
small selection had to be made, which was bound to be arbitrary and 
determined by the limitations of my knowledge and interests. In miti¬ 
gation of these shortcomings, I can only say that the thinkers selected 
are to some extent representative, and that the information given about 
them is as accurate as I could make it. My colleagues at Stanford Uni¬ 
versity must share the responsibility for this volume, since it was their 
friendly insistence that prompted me to deliver and publish these lec¬ 
tures. However, I may say in defense of my effort what has been said 
about a number of bad books, that it offers the only treatment of a 
worthwhile subject that is available in English in a single volume. 

A ninth lecture, which was not a part of the series but delivered on 
a different occasion, has been added as an appendix. It is quite general 
in content and might have been used as an introductory chapter. How¬ 
ever, since it overlaps with the main series, and since it concerns only 
humanism, not the whole of Renaissance thought, I have preferred to 
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use it as an appendix. This lecture, which I gave at Cornell University, 
at the Dumbarton Oaks Research Library, and at the University of 
Illinois, as well as at Stanford, is closely related to some papers I have 
already published, and hence it has received no annotation in this 
volume. 

In preparing the lectures for publication, I have thoroughly revised 
their style, but have left their general content pretty much intact. In 
accordance with valuable suggestions received from the Stanford Press 
and its readers, I have added some footnotes and a bibliography. I ob¬ 
viously could not attempt to give a complete documentation for a book 
of this nature, but I have tried to indicate at least some of the sources 
on which my account is based, and I should like to encourage the 
reader, especially the student, to do some further reading on the sub¬ 
ject. In citing passages from the authors discussed, I have given in most 
instances my own translations, but indicated in the footnotes both the 
original text editions and the English translations that are the most 
readily obtainable. In a few instances, I have cited the original Latin 
or Italian text in the notes, since I consider translations merely an im¬ 
perfect substitute, and always wish to emphasize the need for grasping 
the nuances and the terminology and wording of an original text. The 
method of annotation varies from chapter to chapter. In citing authors 
who treat their subject in a clear and coherent fashion, such as Telesio 
and Patrizi, I have often simply given chapter references in the text 
itself instead of supplying precise references in footnotes. For authors 
whose ideas are scattered rather than systematically developed, precise 
references to specific paragraphs or sentences were necessary. In the 
case of Ficino, I ventured to refer to my book on him, in which his 
ideas are discussed and documented more fully than would have been 
possible in this volume. My explicit references to Bruno are limited to 
his chief Italian dialogues. 

I have tended to avoid polemics in this volume, although many of 
my remarks are critical of the views of other scholars, at least by impli- 
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cation. I should perhaps apologize for the numerous obiter dicta, 
which helped to enliven the lectures when delivered and which I was 
encouraged to retain in the published version. 

I should like to thank my colleagues at Stanford University for their 
friendly interest and hospitality, especially Professors John Goheen, 
Richard Jones, John Mothershead, Lawrence Ryan, Patrick Suppes, 
and Virgil Whitaker, and to express my appreciation to the Stanford 
University Press, and especially to Mr. J. G. Bell and Miss Pauline 
Wickham, for their suggestions and interest. I am indebted to Profes¬ 
sors Charles B. Schmitt and Charles Trinkaus for several important 
references, and to Professor John H. Randall, Jr., of Columbia Uni¬ 
versity and Mr. W. H. Bond of the Harvard University Library for 
having made available to me, at a crucial moment, some books that 
were indispensable for the completion of the volume. 


P. O. K. 

New York, Columbia University 
January 4,1964 
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P etrarch 


In i960 exactly a hundred years had passed since Jacob Burckhardt 
published his famous essay The Civilization of the Renaissance in 
Italy, and in a sense we were celebrating at that time the centenary of 
Renaissance studies. If we look back upon the development of the field 
during this period, we notice a confusing variety of opinions and inter¬ 
pretations, and at the same time an impressive accumulation of new 
facts and new perspectives that is still far from being completed. Thus 
the picture drawn by Burckhardt has undergone considerable change, 
yet his book has not been replaced by an equally comprehensive syn¬ 
thesis, and many scholars will now agree that there remains a valid 
core in Burckhardt’s views, although they are obviously in need of 
being corrected and supplemented in many ways. 

One of the numerous questions Burckhardt’s work has left to his 
successors concerns the position of Italy within the period that we 
should like to extend roughly from the early fourteenth century to 
the end of the sixteenth. Whereas Burckhardt had limited his study 
to Italy, historians interested in the contributions of other European 
countries during the same period were called upon to decide to what 
extent these contributions were due to native developments or to 
Italian influences. For Burckhardt’s basic claim that Italy during the 
period with which we are concerned occupied a place of unique im¬ 
portance can hardly be questioned, and it is this fact, as well as the 
limitations of my knowledge, that may justify my decision to restrict 
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these lectures to a series of Italian thinkers—although it would be 
easy to find a number of Renaissance thinkers from other countries 
who might have an equal claim on our attention. 

Within the broader area of Renaissance studies, the philosophical 
thought of the period has remained a comparatively neglected field. 
General students of the period, including Burckhardt himself, have 
tended to pay less attention to its philosophy than to its political and 
religious history, or to its contributions in literature and the arts, the 
sciences and classical learning. Philosophers, on the other hand, in 
dealing with the history of their subject, have traditionally focused on 
ancient and modern philosophy, and have but recently begun to turn 
their attention to medieval thought. The large amount of work dedi¬ 
cated to Renaissance thought by Fiorentino and Dilthey, Cassirer and 
Gentile, Garin, Nardi, and many other scholars has not yet been 
sufficiently absorbed by the average textbook or course on the history 
of philosophy; and, furthermore, these scholars themselves are far 
from having exhausted the subject. 

The reasons for this state of affairs are not too difficult to see. The 
philosophical literature of the Renaissance does not offer any great 
names of unquestioned eminence such as Plato or Aristotle, Thomas 
Aquinas or Descartes. Moreover, the meaning of philosophy, and its 
relations to the other branches of knowledge, have been subject to a 
good deal of historical change, and if we construe the content and task 
of philosophy exclusively in terms of some modern school of thought, 
whether pragmatism or analytical philosophy, existentialism or Neo- 
Thomism, large areas of past thought that might otherwise form a sig¬ 
nificant part of the history of philosophy become irrelevant. A his¬ 
torian of culture, on the other hand, who tries to understand the 
stylistic unity of a period in all its manifestations, may easily become 
impatient with the professional philosophers of the period he is trying 
to understand, because their use of a certain terminology, and their 
concern with certain technical problems, seem to link them more 
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closely with their fellow philosophers of other periods than with the 
climate of opinion of their own time. 

In spite of these difficulties, I am inclined to believe that the study of 
Renaissance philosophy will be of continuing, and even increasing, 
interest both to the student of the Renaissance and to the student of 
philosophy and its history. For the philosophical thought of the 
Renaissance provides important analogies and sources for an under¬ 
standing of the arts and literature, religion and sciences of the period, 
and it helps the historian of philosophy to understand the difference 
in outlook that separates, say, Bacon and Descartes from Aquinas or 
Ockham. In trying to discuss a few of the more significant thinkers of 
the period, I shall cover but a very small sector of a broad and highly 
complex area that includes a good deal of additional and partly un¬ 
charted territory. 

The earliest and most pervasive intellectual movement that affected 
the history of philosophical thought during the period is Renaissance 
humanism. The meaning of this movement has been subject to many 
debates and misunderstandings in recent years. If we want to reach a 
proper understanding of it, we must first of all try to forget the rather 
vague overtones of an emphasis on human values that the term human¬ 
ism has acquired in present-day language. Moreover, in order to grasp 
the meaning of humanism for the Renaissance, I have found it helpful 
to go back from the term humanism, which was coined in the early 
nineteenth century, to the terms humanist and humanities, from 
which it was derived, and which were actually used during the Renais¬ 
sance. It appears clear from the sources of the period that a humanist 
was a teacher of the humanities, or studia humanitatis , and that the 
term humanities stood for a cycle of disciplines comprising grammar, 
rhetoric, poetry, history, and moral philosophy. 

It will be apparent from this definition that Renaissance humanism 
consisted in a great rise and development of the humanities thus under¬ 
stood, and that any influence it may have had on other areas of civiliza- 
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tion such as the arts and literature, the sciences and religion, must have 
been of an indirect nature. 

Moreover, I do not think that it is possible to define Renaissance 
humanism by a set of specific philosophical ideas shared by all human¬ 
ists, or to regard humanism exclusively as a philosophical movement, 
let alone as the sum total of Renaissance philosophy as some scholars 
have recently tended to do. A very large part of the work of the human¬ 
ists was scholarly or literary rather than philosophical, even in the 
broadest possible sense of the word, and many humanists who were 
distinguished scholars or writers made no significant contribution 
even to that branch of philosophy, ethics, which was considered a part 
of their province. On the other hand, comparatively few humanists 
made a direct contribution to those philosophical disciplines that lay 
outside their own province, such as logic, metaphysics, or natural 
philosophy, and the thinkers who carried on the main work in these 
fields, though often imbued with a humanist, that is, classical and 
literary training, cannot be simply classified or labeled as humanists. 
Finally, if we compare the work of different humanists, we are led to 
the conclusion that they held a great variety of opinions and ideas, 
and that their common denominator is to be found in an educational, 
scholarly, and stylistic ideal, and in the range of their problems and 
interests, rather than in their allegiance to any given set of philosophi¬ 
cal or theological views. 

In other words, if we want to do justice to the Renaissance human¬ 
ists, we should realize that they were scholars and writers as well as 
thinkers, and that their contribution to philosophy, which must be 
our main concern as historians of philosophy, was supplemented and 
colored by those other, non-philosophical preoccupations. To my mind 
there is nothing wrong about a philosopher being engaged at the same 
time in other intellectual pursuits. Yet somehow we are more accus¬ 
tomed to the philosopher who is also a theologian or a scientist, and 
must be reminded that there have been philosophers whose additional 
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interests and pursuits were scholarly and literary rather than theologi¬ 
cal or scientific, and this was precisely the case of the Renaissance 
humanists. 

Hence we may appreciate, too, the powerful indirect influence 
Renaissance humanism had upon the history of philosophy, apart 
from the specific ideas it contributed to it. If modern philosophers 
have been writing essays and lectures, papers and treatises, rather than 
questions and commentaries, they are unwittingly carrying on a tradi¬ 
tion that in modern times began with Renaissance humanism. And if 
they have been able to read not only Aristotle in translation and 
Thomas Aquinas, but also Aristotle in the original as well as Plato 
and many other Greek philosophers either in the original or in trans¬ 
lation, they are indebted for this enrichment of their philosophical 
library to the work done by the Renaissance humanists. 

The author with whom we are beginning our survey of a few 
selected Renaissance thinkers, Petrarch, has often been called the 
initiator of Renaissance humanism, but I should prefer to call him its 
first great representative, and he was probably the earliest humanist 
who had a significant impact upon the thought of his time. Francesco 
Petrarca was born in Arezzo in 1304 into an exiled Florentine family, 
and taken to Avignon at the age of 8. After studying law at Montpel¬ 
lier and Bologna, he spent the period from 1326 to 1353 in Avignon, 
which was then the seat of the papal Curia. During this time he made 
several long journeys to Italy. In 1353, he moved to Italy and spent 
the rest of his life in his native country, mainly in Milan, Venice, and 
Padua. He died in Arqua, near Padua, in 1374. He held several ecclesi¬ 
astical benefices, and also enjoyed the patronage of the Colonna and 
the Visconti, whom he seems to have served on occasion as a secretary. 

In modern times, Petrarch has owed his fame mainly to his Italian 
poems, which have secured him an outstanding place in the history 
of literature. Yet for Petrarch himself and for his contemporaries, as 
well as for several subsequent generations down to the sixteenth cen- 
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tury, his numerous Latin writings were as important as his Italian 
verse. These Latin writings show a great variety in form and content, 
and are in a sense representative of humanist literature. They include 
Latin poems, orations and invectives, a few historical works, and a 
large body of letters which were preserved, collected, and edited by 
the author as carefully as his other literary compositions. 

A last group of his works belongs to the field of moral philosophy, 
and is therefore of more immediate interest for our purpose. It includes 
such writings as the dialogue “On the Remedies of Good and Bad 
Fortune” {De remediis utriusque fortunae, 1366), and the treatises 
“On the Secret Conflict of My Worries” ( De secreto conflictu cur arum 
mearum, better known as Secretum , completed before 1358), “On the 
Solitary Life” {De vita solitaria, 1356), and “On His Own and Many 
Other People’s Ignorance” {De sui ipsius et multorum ignorantia, 

*367)- 

It is mainly in these writings and in his letters, unmethodical and 
loosely composed in their reasoning as they are, that we have to look 
for Petrarch’s philosophical opinions. Much of his thought consists of 
tendencies and aspirations rather than of developed ideas or doctrines, 
and it is inextricably linked with his learning and reading, his tastes 
and feelings. Nevertheless it is significant, both for his own sake and 
for the tremendous influence it was to exercise on several generations 
of humanists. Since Petrarch’s ideas are never stated in a systematic 
fashion, we must try to reconstruct them from a number of scattered 
remarks. 

An important aspect of Petrarch’s thought, one that was to be de¬ 
veloped by many later humanists down to Vives, was his hostility 
toward scholasticism, that is, the university learning of the later Mid¬ 
dle Ages. He attacked astrology as well as logic and jurisprudence, 
and dedicated entire works to criticizing the physicians and the Aris¬ 
totelian philosophers. Yet these attacks, sweeping and suggestive as 
they are, do not enter very far into the specific problems or methods of 
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the disciplines attacked; they are highly personal and subjective, and 
they reflect personal conflicts and rivalries between Petrarch and some 
representatives of these other fields, rather than differences of opinion 
on specific issues or arguments. When Petrarch rejects the authority of 
Aristotle or of his Arabic commentator Averroes, he does so from per¬ 
sonal dislike rather than on objective grounds; and when he criticizes 
such theories as the eternity of the world, the attainment of perfect 
happiness during the present life, or the so-called theory of the double 
truth (that is, of the separate validity of Aristotelian philosophy and 
of Christian theology, a theory held by many Aristotelian philosophers 
of the time), his main argument is that these doctrines are contrary to 
the Christian religion. 

Yet the positive value that Petrarch opposed to medieval science was 
neither a new science nor merely religious faith, but the study of 
classical antiquity, a pursuit in which he had engaged with great 
enthusiasm since his early years. All his life, Petrarch was an avid and 
attentive reader of the ancient Latin writers: he copied, collected, and 
annotated their works, and tried to correct their texts, and to appropri¬ 
ate their style and ideas. When he came upon Cicero’s letters to Atticus 
in Verona, he rediscovered these classical texts, which had been almost 
unknown during the preceding centuries, thus initiating a series of 
similar discoveries for which Poggio and other later humanists were to 
become famous. The reading of the ancient Latin writers, and the 
sight of Rome’s ancient monuments, evoked in Petrarch as in many 
other Italian humanists a strong nostalgia for the political greatness of 
the Roman Republic and Empire, and the hope to restore this great¬ 
ness was the central political idea that guided him in his dealings with 
Pope and Emperor, with Cola di Rienzo, and with the various Italian 
governments. When he was crowned as a poet on the Capitol in 1341, 
he thought that an ancient Roman honor had been renewed in his own 
person. Thus he dedicated his historical works and some of his poems 
to ancient Roman subjects, adopted ancient literary genres for his 
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poems and prose writings, and tried to imitate the language and style 
of the classical Latin writers. 

Among the poets, his greatest admiration was for Vergil, whom he 
imitated in his poem Africa, and of whose Aeneid he gave an allegori¬ 
cal interpretation in Book II of his Secretum, a practice that followed 
medieval precedents and was to be continued by later humanists such 
as Cristoforo Landino. Among the ancient Latin prose writers, Cicero 
and Seneca were his favorite authors. His letters and his treatise “On 
the Remedies of Fortune” depend in their style and content on writ¬ 
ings composed by Seneca or attributed to him. Even his polemic 
against dialectic and other branches of scholastic learning, and his 
emphasis on moral problems, seem to be modeled after the more 
moderate scepticism that Seneca expresses in his Moral Epistles with 
reference to the subtle dialectic of the older Stoics. Petrarch’s taste for 
moral declamation and for a tearful meditation on death is closer to 
Seneca than to any other classical writer, and to Seneca he evidently 
owes those Stoic notions that appear in his writings: the conflict be¬ 
tween Virtue and Fortune, the contrast between reason and the four 
basic passions in the treatise “On the Remedies of Fortune,” and the 
link between virtue and happiness in the Secretum. 

Even greater is Petrarch’s enthusiasm for Cicero. In the treatise 
“On His Ignorance,” Petrarch quotes entire passages from Cicero, 
and echoing a famous passage from St. Jerome, he calls himself a Cice¬ 
ronian. 1 To Cicero he owes the form of the dialogue, and much of his 
information on Greek philosophy. We might even say that Petrarch 
and other humanists owe to their imitation of Cicero and Seneca, not 
only the elegance of their style, but also the elusive and at times super¬ 
ficial manner of their reasoning. 

Since the main sources of ancient philosophy are Greek rather than 
Latin, it is important to know what Petrarch’s attitude was toward 
ancient Greek civilization, and how much he knew about it. Like 
many later humanists, Petrarch was unaware of the extent to which 
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Roman civilization depended upon the Greeks, but he could not fail 
to notice the numerous references to Greek sources that occurred in 
the writings of his favorite Roman authors. Hence he made an attempt 
to learn the Greek language, but apparendy he did not progress far 
enough to read the ancient Greek writers in the original. Yet he ac¬ 
quired a Greek manuscript of Homer, and this manuscript served as 
a basis of the earliest Latin translation of this poet. The medieval Latin 
translators from the Greek had concentrated on theology, and on the 
sciences and Aristotelian philosophy. By suggesting a translation of 
Homer, Petrarch opened the way for the new humanist interest in 
classical Greek poetry and literature. 

To a certain extent, Petrarch’s modest knowledge of Greek and his 
greater curiosity about Greek literature tended to affect also his philo¬ 
sophical outlook and orientation. Not only did he possess a Greek 
manuscript of Plato, but he seems to have read some of the dialogues 
when he took his lessons in that language, and he claims to have read 
the available Latin translations of Plato, that is, the Timaeus and the 
Phaedo. His limited acquaintance with the Platonic dialogues was 
supplemented by the information on certain Platonic theories that he 
could find in Cicero and other Latin writers. Thus he knows Plato’s 
theory of the three parts of the soul (reason, courage, and desire), 2 
and echoes Plato’s notion that man’s moral aim should be to purify 
his soul from the passions. 3 

Yet more important than any acceptance of specific Platonic theories 
is Petrarch’s general conviction that Plato was the greatest of all phi¬ 
losophers, greater than Aristotle, who had been the chief authority of 
the medieval thinkers. Plato is the prince of philosophy, Petrarch says 
in his treatise on ignorance; 4 and Plato is praised by the greater men, 
whereas Aristotle is praised only by the greater number. 5 In the Tri¬ 
umph of Fame, where Petrarch mentions the most distinguished phi¬ 
losophers, his words are these: “I turned to the left and saw Plato, who 
in that group came closest to the goal attained by those to whom this 
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is granted by heaven; then came Aristotle full of a high mind.” 6 These 
words of Petrarch are as expressive of the Renaissance attitude toward 
Plato as Dante’s often-quoted line on “the master of those who know” 
is of medieval Aristotelianism. 7 Petrarch’s “Platonism” was a program 
and an aspiration rather than a doctrine or a fulfillment, yet it was a 
beginning and a promise that pointed the way to later developments: 
to the humanist translations of Plato, and to the Platonist thought 
of the Florentine Academy. When Raphael painted his School of 
Athens in the early sixteenth century, Plato had achieved equal stature 
with Aristotle, and had become as widely known. 

As the lines cited from the Triumph of Fame have shown, Petrarch 
gave Aristotle only the second place, but he was far from holding him 
in contempt. He insists that he knows him, especially his Ethics , and 
he suspects that the original Aristotle may be superior to his medieval 
translators and commentators. “I confess that I am not much pleased 
with his style as it appears in Latin, yet I have learned from Greek 
witnesses and from Cicero that he was quite sweet and elegant and 
ornate in his own language . . . However, through the inelegance or 
envy of the translators, he has come down to us in a harsh and rough 
garb.” 8 And in attacking his scholastic opponents, Petrarch charges 
that “they insist on an Aristotle whom they know only by hearsay 
. . . and arbitrarily distort even his correct sentences into some awk¬ 
ward meaning.” 9 Petrarch did not know that Cicero’s praise of Aris¬ 
totle’s style refers to his lost popular writings, and that his extant 
philosophical works are far from being sweet, elegant, or ornate even 
in their original Greek text. Yet again Petrarch pointed the way to a 
new attitude toward Aristotle that was to take shape in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries, in Ermolao Barbaro, Melanchthon, Jacopo 
Zabarella, and others. Aristotle was to be studied in the Greek text, and 
in the company of other Greek philosophers and writers. The medie¬ 
val translations of Aristotle were to be replaced by new humanist trans¬ 
lations (a tremendous undertaking, considering the authority and dif- 
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ficulty of this author, as our English translations of Aristotle may 
show). And the medieval Arabic and Latin commentators were to 
give way to the ancient Greek commentators and to those modern 
Renaissance interpreters who were able to read and understand Aris¬ 
totle in his original text. Thus Petrarch was the prophet of Renaissance 
Aristotelianism, as he had been that of Renaissance Platonism. 

Although Petrarch opposed the classical authors to the medieval 
tradition, he was by no means completely detached from his immedi¬ 
ate past. The transitional nature of his thought has often been stressed, 
and there are even a few traces of scholastic philosophy in his writings. 
Much more important, however, is his attitude toward Christianity. 
Religious faith and piety occupy a central position in his thought and 
writings, and there is not the slightest reason to doubt the sincerity of 
his statements. If there should ever be a conflict between religion and 
ancient philosophy, he is ready to stand by the teachings of the former. 
“The highest part of my heart is with Christ,” he says. 10 “When it 
comes to thinking or speaking of religion, that is, of the highest truth, 
of true happiness and eternal salvation, I certainly am not a Ciceronian 
or a Platonist, but a Christian.” 11 The opinions of all philosophers 
have but a relative value. “In order to philosophize truly, we must 
above all love and worship Christ.” 12 “To be a true philosopher is 
nothing but to be a true Christian.” 13 The Secret, in which Petrarch 
subjects his most intimate feelings and actions to religious scrutiny, 
is a thoroughly Christian work. His treatise “On the Remedies of For¬ 
tune,” with its meditation on death, its humbleness before the future 
life, and its insistence on the vanity of all earthly goods and evils is 
equally Christian, and even specifically medieval. His treatise “On 
the Leisure of the Monks” (De otio religioso) belongs to the ascetic 
tradition, and even his polemic against scholasticism in the name of a 
genuine and simple religion continues or resumes that strand of medi¬ 
eval religious thought which found expression in Peter Damiani and 
St. Bernard. In his treatise on his ignorance, Petrarch goes so far as to 
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oppose his own piety to the supposedly irreligious views of his scholas¬ 
tic opponents. 

Statements like these have been accepted at their face value by some 
historians, and have led them to the exaggerated and paradoxical view 
that Renaissance humanism was in fact a Christian and Catholic 
reaction against the heretical tendencies inherent in medieval Aris- 
totelianism. Without endorsing this interpretation, we may say that 
Petrarch gives us a clear example that it was possible for the humanists 
to reject scholasticism while remaining convinced Christians, and to 
reconcile their classical learning with their religious faith. He is thus 
an early, Italian forerunner of that “Christian humanism” which 
recent historians have emphasized in the work of Colet, Erasmus, 
More, and other Northern scholars. And curiously enough, whereas 
a distinguished medievalist has tried to insist that scholastic philos¬ 
ophy is fundamentally Christian, and that the Renaissance is the Mid¬ 
dle Ages minus God, one would look in vain for the notion of a 
Christian philosophy in the writings of the medieval scholastics (for 
them, including Thomas Aquinas, theology was Christian, and phi¬ 
losophy, Aristotelian, and the problem was how the two could be 
reconciled); one would find such a notion only in the writings of some 
early Christian authors, and again in the Christian humanists of the 
Renaissance, in Petrarch and Erasmus. 

In still another way Petrarch’s attitude is typical of the manner in 
which later humanists were to combine their religious faith and their 
classical learning: for them, the early Christian writers, and especially 
the Church Fathers, are the Christian classics whom they prefer to 
read, along with the pagan classics but without the company of the 
scholastic theologians, and to whom they apply the same scholarly 
methods of editing, translating, and commenting that they had devel¬ 
oped for the study of the ancient authors. In the case of Petrarch, St. 
Augustine is his favorite Christian writer and occupies a position of 
unique importance in his thought and work. There are numerous 
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quotations scattered throughout Petrarch’s writings, but it is sufficient 
to mention two notable instances. His Secret, in which he scrutinizes 
his life from the point of view of Christianity, takes the form of a dia¬ 
logue between the author and St. Augustine, who thus assumes the 
role of a spiritual guide or of the author’s own conscience. And in the 
famous letter in which Petrarch describes climbing Mont Ventoux, 
he tells us that when he had arrived at the top of the mountain and 
wanted to express the feelings the marvelous view had evoked in him, 
he took St. Augustine’s Confessions out of his pocket, opened it at 
random, and hit upon a passage that turned out to be perfectly appro¬ 
priate for the occasion. 14 

Petrarch was both medieval and modern, and as he once stated him¬ 
self, he looked backward and forward at the same time, as if placed 
at the frontier of two countries. 15 Having discussed Petrarch’s debt to 
antiquity and to the Middle Ages, we must now try to describe the 
modern elements in his thought and attitude. One of them, in my 
opinion, is the eminently personal, subjective, and, as it were, individ¬ 
ualistic character of all his writings. He talks about a variety of things 
and ideas, but essentially he always talks about himself, about what he 
has read and felt. This high degree of self-consciousness is especially 
apparent in his Secretum and in his letters, and we might say that 
Petrarch and most later humanists favored the letter as a literary genre 
because it enabled them to speak of everything in the first person. The 
subjective character of Petrarch’s writings points to a notable feature 
of most later humanist thought and literature, a feature that found 
its culminating expression in one of the last and most philosophical 
humanists, Michel de Montaigne, who was to state in fact that his own 
self constituted the chief subject matter of his philosophizing. 

Another typical Renaissance attitude was the passion for fame, to 
which Burckhardt dedicated a few impressive pages of his work. 
Petrarch condemns this passion both in the Secret and in the treatise 
“On the Remedies of Fortune,” but his words in these passages, and 
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the record of his own life, show that he was very much given to it. 
A further characteristic trait is his curiosity and his love of travel. His 
experiences and observations during his journeys are recorded in 
several of his letters, and in the letter about climbing Mont Ventoux, 
he tells us that he undertook this excursion “only out of the desire to 
see the unusual altitude of the place.” 1 ® Thus I am unimpressed by the 
argument of a distinguished historian of science who impugns 
Petrarch’s originality on the grounds that the medieval philosopher 
Buridan had ascended the very same mountain some years before 
Petrarch. 17 Originality consists not only in what we do, but also in 
the manner in which we do it, and in what we think while doing it. 
Buridan and Petrarch climbed the same mountain, but in a different 
spirit. Buridan wanted to make meteorological observations, and thus 
he may have been the forerunner of modern scientific explorers. 
Petrarch, on the other hand, went only to see and enjoy the wide view, 
and thus he was the forerunner of modern tourism, a movement to 
which we must grant at least a considerable economic importance. 

There are a few other attitudes that Petrarch bequeathed to modern 
men of letters, such as his love of solitude and his melancholy. To the 
praise of solitude he dedicated a whole treatise, “On the Solitary Life” 
(j De vita solitarid), and a number of letters, and he never tires of 
praising the pleasures of the retired life he led in Vaucluse near Avi¬ 
gnon, and later in Arqua. Admittedly, the ideal of solitude had been 
embodied in the tradition of medieval monasticism, and Petrarch 
does in fact cite the example of monks and hermits. Yet his own ideal 
is not that of the monk, but that of the scholar and man of letters who 
withdraws to the countryside, away from the cities, their noise and 
turbulence, to live undisturbed, at liberty to read and meditate. The 
most we can say is that Petrarch transformed the monastic ideal of 
solitude into a secular and literary ideal, and in this form it has been 
dear to many poets, writers, and scholars to the present day, who still 
prefer meadows and forests and the shores of lakes and rivers to streets 
and highways, and even to ivory towers. 
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Another gift left by Petrarch to modern men of letters was his mel¬ 
ancholy. Petrarch was subject to many moods, and he expressed them 
forcefully in his poems and letters. His special concern with his own 
melancholy is linked with a famous passage in his Secretum. There 
he speaks of his “acidia” as a mood to which he is frequently subject, 
and which St. Augustine, his Christian conscience, admonishes him 
to overcome. 18 Again it has been pointed out that acidia appears in the 
medieval catalogues of vices, and is considered a vice to which monks 
are especially prone. The medieval term is usually rendered as “sloth.” 
Yet a gain an aspect that had been characteristic of the monastic life is 
turned by Petrarch into an experience peculiar to the secular man of 
letters. At the same time, what had been considered an unmitigated 
vice, now discloses a positive side, although it is still rejected by 
Petrarch’s religious conscience, as had been his passion for fame. 
Acidia is now defined as suffering mixed with pleasure. 19 This descrip¬ 
tion has led many scholars to think that what Petrarch means by 
acidia is not sloth (how could that be called suffering, let alone suf¬ 
fering mixed with pleasure ?), but melancholy. 20 The remark that the 
suffering is mixed with pleasure contains a precious admission. It 
tells us that the melancholy scholar and poet suffers, and at the same 
time enjoys his suffering. Petrarch was to have many followers in this 
subtle and complex feeling, yet most of them would more readily 
speak of their suffering than admit it was also enjoyable. Thus Pe¬ 
trarch contributes to secularizing not only the content of learning, 
but also the personal attitude of the scholar and writer; unlike his 
successors, however, he hesitates, since he is held back by religious 
scruples. 

Besides these general attitudes, there is at least one more theoretical 
problem on which Petrarch formulates views akin to those of many 
later h umanis ts. He keeps asserting that man and his problems should 
be the main object and concern of thought and philosophy. This is also 
the justification he gives for his emphasis on moral philosophy, and 
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when he criticizes the scholastic science of his Aristotelian opponents, 
it is chiefly on the grounds that they raise useless questions, and forget 
the most important problem, the human soul. When he had reached 
the top of Mont Ventoux and opened his copy of St. Augustine’s Con¬ 
fessions, this is the passage he found and quoted: “Men go to admire 
the heights of mountains, the great floods of the sea, the shores of the 
ocean, and the orbits of the stars, and neglect themselves.” 21 And then 
he proceeds: “I was angry at myself because I still admired earthly 
things, I who should have learned long ago from the pagan philos¬ 
ophers [that is, from Seneca] that nothing is admirable but the soul; 
to it when it is great nothing is great.” 22 The words are Petrarch’s, and 
they express his own ideas, but they are characteristically interwoven 
with quotations from Augustine and Seneca. 

Similarly, we read in the treatise on ignorance: “Even if all those 
things were true, they would have no importance for the happy life. 
For what would it profit me to know the nature of animals, birds, fish, 
and snakes, and to ignore or despise the nature of men, the end for 
which we are born, whence we come and where we go.” 23 

Here we find for the first time that emphasis on man which was to 
receive eloquent expression in the treatises of Facio and Manetti, and 
to be given a metaphysical and cosmological foundation in the works 
of Ficino and of Pico. This is why the humanists, beginning with Salu- 
tati, adopted the name “humanities” for their studies: to indicate their 
significance for man and his problems. 24 Yet behind Petrarch’s ten¬ 
dency to set moral doctrine against natural science, there are again 
echoes of Seneca and St. Augustine, and of Cicero’s statement that 
Socrates had brought philosophy down from heaven to earth. When 
Petrarch speaks of man and his soul, he refers at the same time to 
the blessed life and eternal salvation, adding a distinctly Christian 
overtone to his moral and human preoccupation. “It is enough to 
know as much as suffices for salvation,” he says in the treatise “On His 
Ignorance,” 25 and elsewhere in the same work he insists that the 
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knowledge of God is the main goal of philosophy: “To know God, 
not the gods, this is the true and highest philosophy .” 26 Thus he comes 
to link the knowledge of man and the knowledge of God in a dis¬ 
tinctly Augustinian fashion, and also to discuss an important problem 
of scholastic philosophy that had its root in Augustine: the question 
whether the will or the intellect is superior. “It is safer to cultivate a 
good and pious will than a capable and clear intellect. The object of 
the will is goodness, the object of the intellect, truth. It is better to 
will the good than to know the true. . . . Hence those are in error 
who spend their time in knowing rather than in loving God. For God 
can in no way be fully known in this life, but He can be loved piously 
and ardently. ... It is true that nothing can be loved that is com¬ 
pletely unknown. Yet it is enough to know God and virtue up to a cer¬ 
tain point (since we cannot know them beyond that point), so long as 
we know that He is the source of all goodness by Whom and through 
Whom and in Whom we are good (insofar as we are good), and that 
virtue is the best thing after God .” 27 Thus Petrarch discusses explicitly 
the scholastic problem of will and intellect, and even follows the Au¬ 
gustinian tradition, as other humanists and Platonists were to do after 
him, in deciding the question in favor of the superiority of the will 
over the intellect. 

Petrarch, the great poet, writer, and scholar, is clearly an ambigu¬ 
ous and transitional figure when judged by his role in the history of 
philosophical thought. His thought consists in aspirations rather than 
developed ideas, but these aspirations were developed by later thinkers, 
and eventually transformed into more elaborate ideas. His intellectual 
program may be summed up in the formula which he uses once in 
the treatise “On His Ignorance”: Platonic wisdom, Christian dogma, 
Ciceronian eloquence . 28 His classical culture, his Christian faith, and 
his attack against scholasticism are all of a personal, and in a way 
modern, quality. At the same time, everything he says is pervaded by 
his classical sources, and often by residual traces of medieval thought. 
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The old and the new are inextricably intertwined, and we should 
avoid stressing only the one or the other side, as has often been done. 
We cannot even say that in terms of his own thought the old is un¬ 
essential and only the new essential. If we want to do him justice, and 
to understand his peculiar frame of mind, we must accept the old 
and the new as equally essential components of his thought and out¬ 
look. In this respect, as in so many others, Petrarch is a typical repre¬ 
sentative of his age, and of the humanist movement. We might even 
go one step further: Petrarch did not merely anticipate later Renais¬ 
sance developments because he was unusually talented or perceptive. 
He also had an active share in bringing them about, because of the 
enormous prestige he enjoyed among his contemporaries and immedi¬ 
ate successors. Like most philosophical (and political) prophets, he 
was one of those who foresaw the future because they helped to 
make it. 
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The hundred, or hundred and fifty, years after the death of Petrarch 
constituted a very important period in the history of Italian and Euro¬ 
pean civilization. It was during this period that Renaissance ti nman. 
ism, which had in Petrarch, if not its founder, at least its first great 
representative, attained its greatest development and influence. The 
cultural ideals of humanism, as expressed in numerous treatises on 
education, were put into practice in the schools founded by Guarino, 
Vittorino, and many others. At the universities, and in many cities 
that had no university, advanced instruction in the humanistic dis¬ 
ciplines, including Greek, was offered more or less regularly, and 
acquired popularity and prestige. Humanist scholars, or laymen with 
a humanist training, occupied the leading positions in the chanceries 
of the papal Curia, of the Florentine Republic, and of many other 
states and cities, as well as in the councils of princes and republics. 
Humanists thus came to influence the political thought and life of 
the period, and the way in which Leonardo Bruni, for many years 
Florentine chancellor and a leading humanist of his generation, gave 
literary expression to the republican ideals of his city has deservedly 
received much attention. In addition to the professional humanists, 
humanist education produced a large group of cultured statesmen 
and businessmen who either took an active part in the scholarly and 
literary work of their fellow humanists, or, by their competent patron¬ 
age, encouraged them and constituted a sympathetic audience. 
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The importance of the scholarly and literary activities of the fif¬ 
teenth-century humanists, at least for their own period, has been 
generally recognized, but the enormous volume of these activities has 
hardly been realized, since so much humanist writing remains buried 
in the unexplored manuscript collections of the Western world. In 
the field of Latin studies, the humanists rediscovered a number of 
classical writings and made others better known; preserved and dif¬ 
fused the texts by copying and editing them (the invention of printing 
occurred during this period); and explained their meaning through 
learned commentaries. In studying the ancient sources they developed 
the techniques of textual and historical criticism; studied and re¬ 
stored the orthography, grammar, style, and prosody of classical 
Latin; expanded the knowledge of ancient history and mythology; 
and developed such auxiliary disciplines as archaeology and epig¬ 
raphy. They also introduced the humanist script, which is the basis 
of our present handwriting and printing, by imitating the Caro- 
lingian minuscule, which they mistakenly held to be that of the 
ancient Romans; and they created the humanist cursive, which is the 
basis of our italic script . 1 

In the field of Greek studies, the humanists became the heirs of the 
Byzantine scholars, and were responsible for introducing Greek schol¬ 
arship into Western Europe. Greek manuscripts were brought from 
the East to Western libraries; Greek classical texts were copied, 
printed, and interpreted; and the methods of grammatical and his¬ 
torical scholarship were extended and applied to the classical Greek 
authors. The bulk of Greek classical literature, largely unknown to 
the West during the Middle Ages, became well known to Western 
scholars, partly through the study of the originals in schools and uni¬ 
versities, partly through a vast flood of new Latin and vernacular trans¬ 
lations. It is no exaggeration to say that the humanists of the fifteenth 
century laid the ground for the classical, philological, and historical 
studies of the modern world, and began to develop the sense and 
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method of critical scholarship that have characterized these studies 
ever since. 

Yet the humanists were writers as well as scholars, and in a sense 
their classical erudition was a handmaid to their literary ambitions. 
In their work as historiographers, we might say that the two tenden¬ 
cies were of equal weight. But in their voluminous Latin poetry, which 
comprises all genres from the lyrical and pastoral poem through the 
historical, mythological, and didactic epic to comedy and tragedy, and 
which attained special excellence in the composition of elegies and 
epigrams, classical scholarship figures merely as a necessary tool for 
the imitation of ancient literary models. 

The same is true of the vast prose literature produced by the human¬ 
ists. It consists of speeches, a genre for which the social and institu¬ 
tional life of the period provided many opportunities; of letters, which 
were written with literary intentions and constituted a favorite genre 
because they permitted the writer to talk about anything he pleased, 
and in a quite personal fashion; and, finally, of dialogues and treatises, 
which dealt most frequently with questions of moral philosophy, but 
gradually came to be used for discussing problems of all kinds. 

By the middle of the fifteenth century, humanist learning and lit¬ 
erature, as it had developed in Italy, began to be a continuous and 
pervasive influence in other European countries, although, of course, 
signs of this influence had been evident long before then. The dif¬ 
fusion of Italian humanism was due partly to Italian scholars who had 
occasion to travel or reside abroad, and partly to foreign students who 
received their training in Italian schools and universities. This influ¬ 
ence is too complex a phenomenon to discuss in detail here; suffice it 
to say that Renaissance humanism, though originating in Italy, had 
a strong impact upon the whole of Europe. 2 

Equally important, and perhaps less well understood, is another de¬ 
velopment of the mid-fifteenth century. At about this time, the impart- 
of humanist learning began to be felt outside the circle of the studia 
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humanitatis that constituted its original domain, and to penetrate all 
other areas of contemporary civilization. It especially affected the other 
learned disciplines that were taught at the universities, and that had 
originated in, and derived their traditions from, the high Middle Ages. 

As we have seen in the case of Petrarch, humanism from its very 
beginning was concerned with moral questions. On the other hand, 
its attitude toward such disciplines as theology, jurisprudence, medi¬ 
cine, logic, natural philosophy, and metaphysics was one of distrust 
and polemic, and also of ignorance, and largely reflected the rivalry 
between different disciplines and interests. This situation began to 
change when practically every educated person had been exposed to 
humanist training before studying any other discipline. As a result, 
all kinds of combinations and compromises between humanist and 
“medieval” professional interests became possible. Apart from the 
impact of new ideas and new problems, humanist learning had a 
fermenting effect upon the other disciplines: it introduced new and 
previously unknown classical sources, treated the old and previously 
known sources with a new philological and historical method, and 
introduced new modes of argument, terminology, and literary presen¬ 
tation. It is in this sense that we must understand the humanist element 
in the theology of Colet and Erasmus and of the Protestant and Cath¬ 
olic reformers, in the jurisprudence of Alciati and of the French school, 
and in the mathematics and medicine of the sixteenth century. 

The impact of humanism on the philosophical thought and litera¬ 
ture of the period must be understood along similar lines. One of the 
important factors is the introduction of new classical sources, and the 
reinterpretation and re-evaluation of those already known. Among the 
Latin sources of philosophy, Seneca, Boethius, and most of Cicero had 
been well known, but were now read and used in a different way; 
Cicero’s Academica and the work of Lucretius, not previously known, 
were introduced, and made a significant addition. 

Even more important was the change as it affected the knowledge 
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of the Greek sources of philosophy. Those that had been known 
before, primarily Aristode, were retranslated in a different style and 
terminology, and access was gained to the original Greek texts. More¬ 
over, a vast body of other authors and writings were translated into 
Latin for the first time: most of the works of Plato and the Neoplato- 
nists, only a few of which had been accessible to the West in the Middle 
Ages; the Greek commentators of Aristotle, formerly available only 
in a small selection; Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius, the representa¬ 
tives of late Stoicism; Diogenes Laertius, who offered information on 
all schools of antiquity, and especially on Epicurus; Sextus Empiricus, 
the chief source of scepticism, whose shorter treatise only had been 
translated in the thirteenth century, without attracting much atten¬ 
tion; less systematic writers such as Plutarch and Lucian, who were 
to become great favorites during the Renaissance and afterwards; and, 
finally, the apocryphal works attributed to Orpheus and Pythagoras, 
Hermes Trismegistus and Zoroaster, which attained a wide diffusion 
and served as important channels of transmission for many philo¬ 
sophical and theological ideas of late antiquity. To this we may add 
the bulk of Greek poetry, oratory, and historiography, of Greek science 
and pseudo-science, and of early Christian theology, all of which in¬ 
cluded philosophical ideas, and which was now made completely 
available and assimilated for the first time. 

The way in which this vast new material was used by the h umanis ts 
and other Renaissance thinkers varied from case to case. Many human¬ 
ists were eclectics after the manner of Cicero, citing and borrowing 
ideas and opinions from a variety of authors and schools, guided pri¬ 
marily by their tastes and reading. Others professed allegiance to 
specific ancient thinkers or traditions, proclaiming themselves new 
Platonists or Aristotelians, Stoics, Epicureans, or Sceptics, without 
necessarily following their ancient models as faithfully as they thought 
they did. 

Aside from its classicism, humanism influenced Renaissance thought 
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by its stylistic and literary ideals. The treatise, the dialogue, and later 
the essay, even the letter and the speech, took the place of the question 
and the commentary on Aristotle; and the distaste for scholastic argu¬ 
ments and terms led to a freer, if sometimes less precise, expression 
of ideas and opinions. 

Finally, the humanists carried into philosophy their preference for 
certain problems and topics. If it is hard to see them agree on any 
specific philosophical opinions, it is easy to note their common orien¬ 
tation in some of their favorite themes, as well as in their classicism 
and in their style of presentation. The emphasis on moral and human 
problems, notably on the dignity of man and his place in the universe, 
seems closely related to the central credo, of the humanists. They were 
also invariably concerned with the problems of free will, fortune, and 
fate, with the-claims of merit and birth in judging a man’s nobility, 
and with the standard topics of ancient ethics. When they ventured 
outside ethics into the other traditional branches of philosophy, it was 
their concern to treat the subject with greater clarity and simplicity, 
and in accordance with their favorite ancient authorities. At the same 
time, they managed to make some novel contributions of their own, 
especially in the field of logic. 

Valla, whose work we shall now briefly consider, must be viewed 
within this framework. He is in many ways a typical representative 
of Italian humanism, but enjoys special fame and distinction, both for 
his critical spirit and for his contribution to philosophical thought. 

Lorenzo Valla was born in Rome in 1407 into a family that origi¬ 
nated in Piacenza. After studying in Rome, he taught eloquence at 
the University of Pavia from 1429 to 1433. After a few years of wan¬ 
dering, he became in 1437 secretary to King Alfonso of Aragon, who 
was then engaged in the conquest of the Kingdom of Naples. In 1448 
he returned to Rome, and became papal secretary and professor at the 
university. He died in 1457. 

Valla’s writings reflect a variety of interests. They include letters, a 
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history of King Ferdinand I of Aragon (1445), and translations of 
the Greek historians Herodotus and Thucydides. 8 His invectives 
reflect the lively controversies in which he was involved with several 
of his fellow humanists such as Poggio. The famous treatise in which 
he exposed the apocryphal character of the Donation of Constantine 
on historical and linguistic grounds (1440) constitutes a notable ex¬ 
ample of philological criticism, and it was still used in the sixteenth 
century in the Protestant polemic against the secular power of the 
papacy. The work was written while Valla was in the service of King 
Alfonso. He followed it up with an apology, and although he was not 
forgiven by the reigning pope, he regained the favor of the succeed¬ 
ing popes. Valla’s notes on the New Testament represent an early 
attempt to apply the philological methods of the humanists to the 
study of Scripture, and they certainly had an influence upon the work 
of Erasmus, to whom they were known. Valla’s letter against the jurist 
Bartolus (1433) created a scandal that forced him to leave Pavia. It is 
a document in the history of the battle of the arts, but also an early 
episode in the development that led to the application of humanist 
philology to the study of Roman law. Valla’s most influential and 
popular work was the Elegantiae linguae latinae (1444), designed to 
establish the correct usage of the ancient Romans on many points of 
grammar, phraseology, and style. His aim, as he proudly announces 
in the Preface, was to restore the Latin language to the glory and purity 
that marked it before its corruption by the barbarians. 4 The work was 
a major effort in the history of humanist philology, and it served as a 
textbook of Latin stylistics for many centuries down to about 1800. 

Valla’s contribution to philosophy is largely contained in three 
works: a fairly short dialogue, “On Free Will” {De libero arbitrio, 
written between 1435 and 1443); a much longer dialogue, “On Plea¬ 
sure {De voluptate, or De vero bono, 1431-32); and a work entitled 
“Dialectical Disputations” {Dialecticae disputationes, 1439). Let us 
consider each of them in turn. 
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In the first, starting from a statement of Boethius,® Valla sets out to 
answer the question whether God’s foreknowledge and the freedom 
of the human will are compatible. Aiming at an affirmative answer, 
he argues that the possibility of an event does not necessarily involve 
its actual occurrence, and that previous knowledge of a future event, 
even on the part of God, must not be considered a cause of that event. 
It is true that in God there is no separation of His wisdom from His 
will and power, yet there certainly is a distinction between them. To 
illustrate this distinction, Valla uses the pagan gods as allegories for 
the different powers or attributes of the Christian God. Apollo, repre¬ 
senting God’s foreknowledge and power of prediction, is distinct from 
Jupiter, who represents His will and His power over fate. Apollo can 
foresee and predict all future events without error, but he does not 
cause them, and therefore his prediction is compatible with the free 
will of the human agents who will produce the events. 

In this way the initial question seems to have been resolved in a 
satisfactory fashion, but it immediately re-emerges on a different level. 
For there is no doubt that God’s will and power cause all things and 
events, including human beings and their inclinations. Thus we are 
driven to ask how God’s will can be reconciled with the free will of 
human beings, since it is God Who hardens man’s will or shows him 
mercy. In other words, Valla has shown that divine providence and 
human free will are compatible, but he has not answered the question 
whether divine predestination leaves any room for human free will. 
In fact, he refuses to answer this second question, alleging that he had 
promised to answer only the first. When he is pressed, he replies that 
God’s will is a mystery hidden from men and angels alike, and that 
we should accept it on the basis of faith. We should strive for Chris¬ 
tian humbleness rather than for the pride of philosophy, and abandon 
our curiosity about a question we cannot answer. 6 

Valla shows considerable acumen in the first part of the dialogue, 
and it is significant that it was to this work Leibniz referred when he 
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termed Valla not merely a humanist, but a philosopher. 7 Yet I cannot 
agree with those historians who interpret the work as a monument of 
secular and radonal thought. Valla clearly subordinates philosophy to 
faith: in the Preface he even goes so far as to say that religion and 
theology should not rely on the support of philosophy; that theolo¬ 
gians should cease to treat philosophy as the sister, or even the patron, 
of theology; that philosophy is not useful, but harmful, to religion, and 
has been the cause of many heresies. 8 To be sure, Valla means by phi¬ 
losophy the scholastic philosophy of the medieval tradition; it remains 
a fact, however, that he does not reject it in the name of a new and 
better philosophy, but in the name of religion and faith. 

More interesting, and in a way more important, is the longer dia¬ 
logue, in three books, which Valla entitled at first “On Pleasure” (De 
voluptate, 1431), and which he later preferred to call “On the True 
Good” {De veto bono, 1432). This work underwent more than one 
revision at the hands of its author, but these changes do not seem to 
have affected its substance. A critical edition of the text has been 
promised for some time, but at the moment we s till depend on the 
vulgate text of the sixteenth-century editions, which seems to be rather 
unreliable in its wording. 9 

In this version, the best known and most accessible, Valla discusses 
the question of what constitutes the true good for human beings, a 
problem that had been central to most ancient treatises on ethics, and 
that was familiar to Valla especially from Cicero’s De finibus. Valla’s 
work takes the form of a dialogue between spokesmen for three dif¬ 
ferent views on the matter. The first character, Leonardus, defends a 
position that Valla identifies as Stoic. His speech, which occupies the 
first eight chapters of the first book, identifies the highest good with 
moral virtue, a view which does indeed correspond to that of the 
ancient Stoics. Yet whereas the Stoics considered nature and provi¬ 
dence perfect, Leonardus complains about the wrath and injustice of 
nature, which has made virtue so rare and difficult to attain that man , 
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on account of his higher goal, is left in an unhappier state than the 
animals (chs. 2-8). 

The second and longest speech, which occupies the remainder of 
the first book and the whole of the second, is made by Antonius, who 
refutes the Stoics and defends the Epicureans. According to his view, 
which differs in many ways from the authentic position of Epicurus, 
the true good of man does not consist in moral virtue, but in pleasure, 
which is identified throughout with usefulness (ch. 16). In defending 
this position, Antonius passes in review the goods of fortune, of the 
body and of the soul, and shows that they are all related to the 
pleasures of either the body or the soul (chs. I9~33)* Pleasure alone is 
in accordance with nature, and, far from being considered inferior to 
the virtues, should be regarded as their ruler (ch. 34)* E ver y pleasure 
is good, Antonius declares; in a bold defense of erotic pleasures, he 
even advocates adultery and the common ownership of women after 
the mann er of Plato’s Republic, and entirely rejects the monastic ideal 
of virginity (chs. 38-46). 

Stoic virtue has no meaning; it is an imaginary thing. Fame is a use¬ 
less ideal, and if it is given any positive value, it must be considered a 
kin d of pleasure (Bk. II, chs. 12-21). What good men pursue is use¬ 
fulness rather than virtue (ch. 28). Usefulness, not virtue, is the aim 
of all laws, for he who obeys the laws out of fear cannot be considered 
virtuous in his soul (ch. 30). Even the contemplative life and the tran¬ 
quillity of the mind, which have been set up as ideals by many phi¬ 
losophers, are desired only for the sake of the pleasures that go with 
them (chs. 36-37). 

In concluding his speech, Antonius insists that man is nothing but 
an animal, and has no existence after death. Hence the belief in future 
rewards and punishments must be rejected. Human good consists in 
the pleasures that may be attained during the present life. If we dis¬ 
tinguish between virtues and vices, tending to pursue the former and 
avoid the latter, we do so because the virtues provide us with higher 
and more lasting pleasures (chs. 38-39)* 
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The last book of the dialogue is occupied largely by the speech of 
Nicolaus, who criticizes both preceding speakers and expresses a third 
view, which is presented as the Christian doctrine. It is not true, he 
argues, that evil pleases us more than good, for man always desires the 
good and avoids evil, and his will is spontaneously directed toward 
the good as our eyes are turned toward the light (Bk. Ill, chs. 2-3). 
Yet pleasure itself is a good, and hence a legitimate goal for us. When 
Antonius defended the Epicurean position, Nicolaus argues, he did 
not express his real opinion, but spoke jokingly; for it is contrary to 
the Christian faith to deny the afterlife, or to put man on a level with 
the animals, and Antonius in real life is a good Christian. Leonardus, 
by contrast, spoke in earnest when defending the Stoic position, but 
was prompted to do so by an excessive admiration for the ancients. 
We should praise the ancients for their knowledge, but not for their 
morals. The Stoic doctrine is not compatible with Christianity, for it 
puts nature in the place of Christ (ch. 6). 

Thus the virtues of the Stoics are really vices, and Antonius was 
right to criticize Stoic virtue. According to St. Paul, we cannot serve 
God or renounce the goods of the present life without the hope of a 
future reward, and all human virtues are useless without the theologi¬ 
cal virtues of faith, hope, and Christian love. The Stoic sage possesses 
no peace of mind, and his virtue is actually full of trouble. If we were 
to deny the possibility of rewards after death, as the ancient philoso¬ 
phers did, the doctrine of Epicurus should be preferred to that of the 
Stoics. For Stoic virtue is desired for its own sake; its connection with 
God has been forgotten, and it is therefore a false virtue. The Epi¬ 
cureans, on the other hand, pursue virtue for the sake of usefulness, 
and are thus superior. The Christians, finally, desire virtue for the sake 
of future happiness, and for this reason they are superior to both the 
Stoics and the Epicureans (chs. 7-8). 

This future happiness at which the Christians aim is also a kind of 
pleasure, and for this reason the Epicureans come closer to the target 
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than the Stoics. Not virtue, but pleasure, must be desired—both by 
those who wish to enjoy it in this life and by those who expect to enjoy 
it in the next. For pleasure is of two kinds, the one now on earth, the 
other later in heaven. The one is the mother of vice, the other of virtue. 
Hence we must abstain from the one if we want to enjoy the other. 
We can attain either one, but we cannot attain both together, for they 
are contrary to each other. 10 The pleasure here on earth is uncertain 
and passing; the other pleasure is assured and lasting. When our mind 
is set on its right course toward this future happiness, it experiences 
already in this present life a pleasure that comes from the hope and 
expectation of future felicity. Nothing is done well without pleasure, 
and there is no merit in him who serves God obediently but not gladly, 
for God likes a glad servant (ch. 9). 

Now, the chief means for attaining future beatitude is virtue, but it 
is the virtue of the Christians, not of the philosophers, that is, of the 
Stoics. Virtue and happiness, however, must be distinguished. The 
highest good is identical with pleasure, and virtue as well as many 
other things is called good only insofar as it produces the good, that is, 
pleasure. Apart from this connection with pleasure and usefulness, the 
virtue of the philosophers must be considered an evil (ch. n). 

In this way the Stoics and Epicureans are both refuted, and the 
highest good is found, not in any of the philosophical doctrines, but 
in the Christian religion. For when we succeed in overcoming our 
earthly passions, our soul will ascend to heaven, whereas the souls of 
the wicked will descend to hell. We shall thus enjoy an eternal pleasure 
far more excellent than any of the earthly pleasures praised by An- 
tonius. For our life on earth is necessarily beset with trouble and misery 
(chs. 14-15). 

Nicolaus then praises the beauty of the visible world, and states that 
it was created for the sake of man so that through the contemplation 
of the universe he may lift himself toward the expectation of a higher 
life (ch. 16). At the end of his speech, Nicolaus gives a description of 
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the future life, basing himself, he says, not on any knowledge, but on 
faith and imagination. 11 When the soul has risen to heaven, it will 
enjoy a variety of pleasures. He insists that the heavenly life includes 
corporeal pleasures more intense than any we may experience on earth, 
but adds that heaven’s intellectual pleasures are still more intense, and 
that the enjoyment attained by the soul in heaven is thus complete and 
perfect in every way (chs. 25-28). The speech, and with it the dialogue, 
ends with a hymn-like description of the triumphal entry of the soul 
into heaven, where it is received by Christ and the Virgin, by the choirs 
of the angels, and by its own friends and relatives (ch. 29). 

The meaning of the dialogue, and the ethical and philosophical 
position that Valla intended to express in this work, has been inter¬ 
preted in two entirely different ways. Some historians are inclined to 
dismiss the third book as a transparent attempt on Valla’s part to 
escape censure and to disguise his true opinion. They take the long 
speech of Antonius as the statement of Valla’s real views, and tend to 
regard the bold defense of erotic pleasure, and the denial of a future 
life, as a characteristic expression of Renaissance thought. Other in¬ 
terpreters, and I am inclined to side with them, have taken a very dif¬ 
ferent stand on the matter. 

There is no doubt that Valla is trying to build up the Epicurean po¬ 
sition at the expense of the Stoic, and that he is presenting Antonius’s 
bold and shocking remarks with gusto. Yet there is no evidence that 
he adopted in real life, or in his other writings, a view similar to that 
of Antonius, or that he was devoid of religious faith. I rather think that 
Nicolaus s speech in the third book comes close to representing Valla’s 
real views, and am inclined to take him at his word when he says 
through Nicolaus that he prefers the Epicurean to the Stoic position 
(as he understands them) because the former comes nearer to the 
Christian doctrine (as he chooses to present it). 

This view is supported by the organization of the dialogue, in which 
the third book constitutes a kind of climax, and presents a solution 
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of the problem through which the positions of the first two speakers 
are both, refuted and overcome. Moreover, the tone of the third speech 
is far too eloquent and emphatic to be dismissed as a mere attempt at 
avoiding offense, and the manner in which the Christian position is 
presented is so personal and unconventional that it may very well be 
considered sincere for that very reason. Furthermore, it is in the third 
book that we find a theory peculiar to Valla, a theory he advances also 
in another work, the Dialectic, and in an entirely different context. 
In both passages Valla criticizes the well-known doctrine of Aristotle 
that each moral virtue is a mean between two opposite vices, and 
asserts instead that each virtue has but one opposite vice. For example, 
for Valla courage is not a mean between boldness and cowardice, as 
Aristotle claims, but courage is opposed to cowardice, and prudence 
to boldness. 12 Finally, in the Preface to the dialogue “On the True 
Good,” where Valla evidently speaks in his own name, and tries to 
explain to the reader the intent of his work, he clearly identifies the 
position of the third book as his own. Do you really say that pleasure 
is the true good ? Yes, I do; and I shall assert that nothing but pleasure 
is good, and I have decided to assume and to prove its cause. Yet this 
true good is of two kinds, one in this life, the other in the future life. 
We prefer the latter to the former, but the former to the virtue of the 
philosophers. We shall set out to refute the Stoics, the defenders of 
virtue, and assume the defense of the Epicureans, and in this way we 
shall also defend the Christian religion. 18 

For these reasons I think we may regard Nicolaus as the spokesman 
for Valla’s own opinion. Valla expresses his preference for the Epi¬ 
cureans over the Stoics, but considers the Christians superior to both 
of them. Yet it is a peculiar conception of Christianity that Valla 
defends. In many ways it is colored by Epicureanism, almost a vul¬ 
garized Epicureanism. The emphasis given to pleasure, and even to 
corporeal pleasure, in the future life of the Christian is characteristic 
of a view we may call Christian Epicureanism. Valla was not the first, 
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or the only, Renaissance thinker who attempted to restate Epicurean¬ 
ism, and to reconcile it with Christianity. 14 This tendency to Chris¬ 
tianize Epicureanism, as it were, to emphasize its affinity with Chris¬ 
tianity, forms an interesting contrast with the attitude of the early 
Christian writers, who were almost unanimous in condemning Epi¬ 
cureanism, while showing much more tolerance for Stoicism and 
some other schools of ancient philosophy. Yet for the very reason that 
Valla’s conception of Christianity is strange and unconventional, I am 
inclined to consider it sincere. 

On the relation between philosophy and religion, Valla does not 
express himself any more positively in this work than he had done in 
the dialogue On Free Will. ’ He makes no effort to confirm religion 
through philosophy. When he describes the afterlife, he relies on faith 
and imagination, not on knowledge. In the Preface to the dialogue 

On the True Good,” he states that it is his purpose to defend religion 
against the doubts of some modern philosophers, 15 and at one point 
in the third book he rejects all philosophers without exception. 16 
Whenever he recognizes something besides religion, it is not philos¬ 
ophy but eloquence. He compares philosophy to a private or sergeant 
serving under oratory as a general, 17 and the orators, we are told, know 
much better than the dialecticians how to discuss a problem. 18 Oratory 
is called the queen of things, 19 and in the last chapter of the third book 
Antonius and Nicolaus are praised as good orators. 20 With this remark, 
the entire work seems to assume the appearance of a rhetorical exer¬ 
cise, but with all the dignity and value that rhetoric and oratory possess 
for a convinced humanist. 

The last of Valla’s three main philosophical works constitutes per¬ 
haps his most significant contribution to philosophical thought. Since 
it is too intricate and technical to describe in detail here, we must be 
content with a brief indication of its place in the general history of 
Renaissance thought. “Dialectical Disputations” (Dialecticae dispu - 
tationes, 1439) is divided into three books. In the Preface, Valla an- 
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nounces as his task the reconstruction ( reconcinnatio ) of dialectic and 
of the foundations of all philosophy, and criticizes in particular the 
modern Aristotelians, claiming for himself the freedom to dissent 
from Aristode. 

Broadly speaking, the three books deal respectively with concepts, 
propositions, and forms of conclusion. Within this framework, how¬ 
ever, Valla discusses a great number of specific doctrines, beginning 
with the categories and the transcendentals, and proposes everywhere 
interesting new terms and distinctions in the place of the traditional 
ones, digressing quite often into philosophical disciplines other than 
logic. There is an obvious tendency to simplify doctrines that he con¬ 
siders unnecessarily complicated. Against the “barbaric” terminology 
of the scholastic philosophers, he appeals to the grammar and usage 
of classical Latin, which he prefers even to that of ancient Greek. 21 
One is reminded of present-day attempts to base philosophy and espe¬ 
cially logic on ordinary language, with the only difference that this 
ordinary language for Valla is not contemporary English but classical 
Latin, which is at least several steps closer to ancient Greek, the true 
fountainhead of all philosophical discourse in the Western world. 

In his theory of arguments and of the forms of conclusion. Valla 
repeatedly borrows from Quintilian, an author whom he praises very 
highly. This attempt to introduce the rhetorician Quintilian as a new 
authority into dialectic illustrates a typical humanist tendency to sub¬ 
ordinate logic to rhetoric. Valla also remarks at the beginning of the 
second book that dialectic, in comparison with rhetoric, is a rather 
short and easy topic that has been made artificially complicated by 
modern writers on the subject. 22 In other words, Valla’s dialectic is an 
attempt to reform the logic of Aristotle and of the late scholastics, and 
the purpose of this reform is to simplify logic as a whole, to reduce it 
to classical Latin usage, and to link it with, if not reduce it to, the dis¬ 
cipline of rhetoric, which constituted the professional core and favorite 
subject of humanist learning. 
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It would be an exaggeration to claim that Valla’s dialectic brought 
about a lasting reform of that discipline, or that he found many fol¬ 
lowers for the specific notions and doctrines he proposed. Yet his work 
is historically important as a first attempt to apply the standards of 
humanist thought and learning to a philosophical discipline other than 
ethics. In his general effort to overthrow the logic of late scholasticism 
and to replace it with a new and simplified logic that was allied with 
rhetoric and grammar, Valla found a number of important successors 
during the later Renaissance. It is sufficient to mention Rudolph Agric¬ 
ola, Marius Nizolius, and, above all, Peter Ramus, who attained the 
success vainly hoped for by his predecessors. For the system formulated 
by Ramus was adopted by followers in many countries for several cen¬ 
turies, as we have learned from recent studies, and his influence ex¬ 
tended not only to Germany and England but to America as well. 23 
Keeping these later developments in mind, we might say that among 
all philosophical disciplines outside of ethics, logic was the most 
strongly affected by the impact of Renaissance humanism. To be sure, 
the value of this impact has been questioned by many historians of 
logic, but its very extent in space and time should give us pause, and 
point up the need for further study. 

Lorenzo Valla, as I hope to have shown, not only was a distinguished 
humanist, but also made significant contributions to philosophical 
thought, in spite of his ambiguous attitude toward philosophy. The 
same may be said of several other, though by no means of all, Renais¬ 
sance humanists. Valla’s work is of special interest because of the au¬ 
thority and influence it had in the rest of Europe, forming a bridge, as 
it were, between Italian and Northern humanism. 

Of the thinkers discussed in these lectures, Valla is the last who may 
be classified without qualification as a humanist, although most of the 
others, as we shall see, were more or less affected by humanist learning. 
In thus taking leave of Renaissance humanism, I should like to state 
that I do not agree with those historians who claim that humanism 
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vanished from the scene, in Italy and in the North, with the beginning 
of the sixteenth century, or with the rise of the Reformation. In fact, 
the sixteenth century witnessed a continuous flowering of humanist 
learning all over Europe on a very large scale, and the influence of 
humanism penetrated deeply into all areas of civilization, without 
regard to the religious and professional divisions prevalent at the time. 
Some of the greatest humanists belong to the sixteenth century, and 
several of them left their mark on the history of thought. The names 
of Erasmus, Vives, Fracastoro, Montaigne, and Lipsius should be suf¬ 
ficient to dispel the notion that during the later Renaissance human¬ 
ism lost its vitality, or its power to shape and influence the thought of 
writers and of readers. 
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The Platonism of the Florentine Academy, to which this and the next 
chapter are dedicated, was closely linked in more than one way with 
the humanist movement. Its leader, Marsilio Ficino, to whom we shall 
first direct our attention, had enjoyed an excellent training in the 
classical languages and literatures, and was extremely well-read in the 
Greek as well as the Latin sources of ancient philosophy. He wrote a 
fluent, if not an elegant, Latin style, which had a distinctive personal 
note and satisfied most, if not all, of his fastidious contemporaries. He 
cultivated such literary genres as the treatise, the dialogue, the oration, 
and the letter, collected his correspondence, and dealt on equal terms 
with many leading humanists of his time. His scholarly activity as a 
translator and commentator of Plato, Plotinus, and other Greek philo¬ 
sophical writers may be regarded as a continuation of the work done 
by his humanist predecessors. His eclecticism, as well as his effort to 
revive Platonic philosophy, seems to correspond to the way in which 
other humanist thinkers used the philosophical heritage of classical 
antiquity. The edifying tone that characterizes many of his letters 
reminds one more than once of the letters of Seneca or Petrarch. His 
preoccupation with the dignity of man and his place in the universe, 
and with fortune and fate, prompts him to take up several of the 
favorite themes of early humanist literature. 

In spite of all these undeniable facts, I cannot agree with those his- 
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torians who want to see in Ficino and Renaissance Platonism nothing 
but a special sector or phase of humanism; I prefer to consider Renais¬ 
sance Platonism a distinct movement within the broader context of 
Renaissance philosophy. For it is not enough to say that the Florentine 
Academy flourished a generation or half a century after the great 
period of early humanism to which Valla still belonged, or that the 
second half of the fifteenth century was characterized by religious and 
metaphysical interests that were alien to the earlier period. Religious 
and philosophical interests were also alive before the middle of the 
fifteenth century, although they were not shared by some of the hu¬ 
manists, and, vice versa, there were many humanists during the second 
half of the fifteenth century who did not share these interests either. 
The conclusion seems to be unavoidable that the Platonism repre¬ 
sented by Ficino and his Academy occupied a different place in the 
intellectual life of the period. 

As a matter of fact, Ficino’s Platonism was nourished by many 
sources and antecedents unrelated to humanism; its connection with 
earlier humanism represents only one of the many facets that compose 
its highly diversified thought. First of all, the Florentine Academy 
constitutes a new phase in the long and complex history of the Pla¬ 
tonic tradition, and Ficino was quite conscious of being an heir and 
standard-bearer of that tradition. His sources include not only the 
writings of Plato himself and of the ancient Platonists whom we 
usually call Neoplatonists, but also those attributed to Hermes Tris- 
megistus and Zoroaster, Orpheus and Pythagoras, which modern 
scholarship has recognized as apocryphal products of late antiquity, 
but which Ficino, like many of his predecessors and contemporaries, 
considered venerable witnesses of a very old pagan philosophy and 
theology that preceded and inspired Plato and his disciples. Ficino 
was aware, too, that Platonism had its followers among the ancient 
Latin writers, the early Church authors, and the medieval Arabic and 
Latin philosophers: for example, Boethius and Calcidius, Dionysius 
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the Areopagite and St. Augustine, Avicenna and Alfarabi, Henry of 
Ghent and Duns Scotus, and, in his own century, Bessarion and Cu- 
sanus. We know from Ficino’s writings that many, if not all, of these 
authors were more or less well known to him. The degree to which he 
was indebted to any one of them, and the content and importance of 
these debts in relation to each other and to his own originality, are of 
course moot questions, which in many instances have not yet been 
properly examined or answered. Yet it is quite evident that at least 
Plato and Plotinus, the writings attributed to Zoroaster and Hermes, 
and the philosophical works of St. Augustine left a deep impression 
upon his thought. To these names we may add the Byzantine Platonist 
Gemistos Plethon, who, according to Ficino’s own report, gave to 
Cosimo de’ Medici the idea of founding a Platonic Academy in Flor¬ 
ence, an idea that was to find its fulfillment many years later through 
Ficino himself. 

Besides early humanism, and ancient and medieval Platonism, Fi¬ 
cino absorbed a good many other influences that are often overlooked 
because they do not fit the label of Platonism. During an early period 
of his development, he was impressed by the Epicureanism of Lu¬ 
cretius, and a trace of this influence persisted throughout his life. He 
attended courses in Aristotelian philosophy at the University of Flor¬ 
ence, and his acquaintance with the texts and methods of scholasticism 
appears not only in some of his early writings, which have been pub¬ 
lished in recent years, but also in the terminology and method of 
reasoning of his mature writings, in the use he makes of Aristotle and 
his Arabic commentators, and even in the structure of his main work, 
the Platonic Theology, which takes the form of a summa on the im¬ 
mortality of the soul and offers different series of arguments in support 
of its main thesis. He had a direct acquaintance with at least some of 
the writings of Thomas Aquinas, and followed the great scholastic 
thinker in many statements and arguments; but lest we are tempted 
to call him a Thomist, we should remember that he came to side with 
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Scotus against Thomas on one of the crucial issues dividing them, the 
question of whether the will or the intellect was superior. As a good 
citizen of Florence, Ficino wrote or rewrote several of his works in 
the Tuscan vernacular; and as a priest, he was imbued not only with 
the somewhat diluted scholastic theology characteristic of his time and 
country, but also with the popular religious literature that developed 
around the lay fraternities which flourished in the Florence of his 
youth. He was the son of a surgeon, and had himself studied medicine, 
and he had a more than common knowledge of astrology, as was 
customary among the physicians of his period. Finally, he had a 
genuine enthusiasm for cosmological and metaphysical speculation, 
and managed to formulate ideas and theories that made a deep impact 
upon the thought of his time and several subsequent centuries. 

Marsilio Ficino was born in Figline near Florence in 1433. He re¬ 
ceived his education in Florence, first in the humanities and then in 
philosophy and medicine, but he does not seem to have obtained an 
academic degree. His earliest philosophical work was composed in 
x 454 > an d several other writings date from the following years. We 
know that he began to study Greek around 1456, with the express 
purpose of examining the original sources of Platonic philosophy, and 
he soon made his first attempts to translate some philosophical texts 
into Latin. In 1462, Cosimo de’ Medici gave him a house in Careggi 
near Florence, and placed several Greek manuscripts at his disposal, 
and this is usually regarded as the date when the Platonic Academy 
of Florence was founded. Ficino soon completed his translation of the 
Hermetic writings (1463), which was destined to have a very wide 
diffusion, and then began to translate Plato’s dialogues, and had com¬ 
pleted at least ten of them by the time Cosimo died in 1464. 

During the following years, Ficino finished his translation of Plato 
(before 1469), which was the first complete version of this author 
into any Western language. In 1469, he wrote his famous commentary 
on Plato’s Symposium , and between 1469 and 1474, his chief philo- 
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sophical work, the Platonic Theology (Theologia Platonica ). Toward 
the end of 1473, he became a priest, probably having taken minor 
orders at an early date, and we know that he subsequently held several 
ecclesiastic benefices, and eventually became a canon of Florence 
Cathedral. Around 1473 he began to collect his letters, and his life 
and activities are best known to us for the twenty odd years following 
this date. The collection was carefully edited by the author (1495), 
and it includes many smaller philosophical treatises composed at dif¬ 
ferent periods of his life. After 1484, Ficino was occupied for many 
years with his translation and commentary of Plotinus, which was 
printed in 1492. During his last years, he wrote several more transla¬ 
tions, commentaries, and treatises. Having been closely associated with 
several generations of the Medici family, he seems to have retired to 
the country after their expulsion from Florence in 1494. He died in 
1499, and was honored by a funeral oration delivered by a chancellor 
of the Republic; later, a monument in his memory was erected in the 
Cathedral of Florence. 

Ficino’s writings, sources, and interests having been mentioned, it 
remains for us to say a few words about the famous Platonic Academy 
of which he was the head and guiding spirit for many years. The name 
“Academy” was used by Ficino and his contemporaries, but it is now 
generally agreed that this was a rather loosely organized circle of 
friends, rather than a firmly established institution in the manner of 
the academies of the following centuries. Ficino wanted his Academy 
to take the form of a spiritual community, and he may have been 
influenced in this aim by the lay religious associations of his time, as 
well as by the imagined model of Plato’s Academy and other ancient 
philosophical schools. There were, we know, informal discussions 
with the older members of the circle, and on at least two occasions, 
Plato’s birthday was celebrated with a banquet at which each partici¬ 
pant gave a philosophical speech. There were recitals, before a small 
circle, of edifying orations that Ficino called declamations, private 
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readings of Plato and other texts with one or a few younger disciples, 
and public lectures on Plato and Plotinus delivered in a church or an 
adjacent auditorium. Distinguished visitors from other Italian cities 
or abroad called upon Ficino or participated in the meetings, and 
Ficino’s correspondence served as a conscious vehicle both for main¬ 
taining contact with the members of the Academy and for arousing 
the interest of strangers in its activities. The catalogue of his pupils, 
which he gives in one of his letters, and the list of the persons with 
whom he was in correspondence, whom he mentions, or who owned 
the manuscripts and printed editions of his writings are ample evi¬ 
dence of the wide influence he exerted during his lifetime, and of the 
respect in which his writings and other activities were held, not only 
in Florence, but also in the rest of Italy and in most of Europe. 

Marsilio Ficino’s writings, especially his Platonic Theology and his 
letters, present a highly complex system of ideas, his philosophical 
opinions being embroidered, as it were, with similes and allegories, 
and with lengthy quotations from his favorite authors. The best we 
can hope to do in a short chapter is to mention a few of his more im¬ 
portant or influential doctrines. 

Unlike his humanist predecessors, Ficino attempted to give an 
elaborate description of the universe. He inherited from his Neopla¬ 
tonic and medieval sources the conception of the universe as a great 
hierarchy in which each being occupies its place, and has its degree 
of perfection, beginning with God at the top, and descending through 
the orders of the angels and souls, the celestial and elementary spheres, 
the various species of animals, plants and minerals, down to shapeless 
prime matter. Yet it is not enough to say, as is often done, that Ficino’s 
cosmology consists in a Neoplatonic hierarchy; for on closer examina¬ 
tion it appears that his hierarchy differs in several significant details 
from those of his predecessors. In the first place, it is arranged in a 
scheme of five basic substances: God, the angelic mind, the rational 
soul, quality, and body, and this scheme differs in several ways from 
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that of Plotinus, to which it otherwise comes closest. Aside from subtle 
differences in the meaning of the various terms, quality does not con¬ 
stitute a separate level of being for Plotinus, who assigns instead 
separate places to the sensitive and vegetative faculties of the soul. It 
can be shown that Ficino intentionally revised the Plotinian scheme, 
partly to make it more symmetrical, and partly to assign the privileged 
place in its center to the human soul, thus giving a kind of meta¬ 
physical setting and sanction to the doctrine of the dignity of man, a 
doctrine he inherited from his humanist predecessors. The soul is 
truly the mean of all things created by God, he tells us. It is in the mid¬ 
dle between higher and lower beings, sharing some of its attributes 
with the former, and some with the latter. 1 

Yet Ficino is not satisfied with a static hierarchy in which each 
degree merely stands besides the others, and in which their relation 
consists only in a continuous gradation of attributes. He is also con¬ 
vinced that the universe must have a dynamic unity, and that its vari¬ 
ous parts and degrees are held together by active forces and affinities. 
For this reason, he revived the Neoplatonic doctrine of the world soul, 
and made astrology a part of a natural system of mutual influences. 
Now since for Ficino thought has an active influence upon its objects, 
and since love, according to Plato’s Symposium, is an active force that 
binds all things together, and since the human soul extends its thought 
and love to all things from the highest to the lowest, the soul becomes 
once more, and in a new sense, the center of the universe. The soul is 
the greatest of all miracles in nature, for it combines all things, is the 
center of all things, and possesses the forces of all. Therefore it may be 
rightly called the center of nature, the middle term of all things, the 
bond and juncture of the universe. 2 

Ficino’s cosmology, which was very influential for some time, is 
interesting, but it constitutes only one side of his philosophical 
thought. The other, even more profound, component is his analysis, 
based on direct inner experience, of the spiritual or contemplative life. 


43 



F icino 


an analysis that links him with some of the medieval mystics, and 
again with Neoplatonism. In the face of our ordinary daily experi¬ 
ences, our mind finds itself in a state of continuous unrest and dissatis¬ 
faction. However, it is capable of turning away from the body and 
the external world, and of concentrating upon its own inner sub¬ 
stance. Thus purifying itself from things external, the soul enters the 
contemplative life and attains a higher knowledge, discovering the 
incorporeal or intelligible world that is closed to it while engaged in 
ordinary experience and in the troubles of the external life. Ficino 
interprets this contemplative life as a gradual ascent of the soul toward 
always higher degrees of truth and being, an ascent that finally cul¬ 
minates in the immediate knowledge and vision of God. This knowl¬ 
edge of God represents the ultimate goal of human life and existence; 
in it alone the unrest of our mind is satisfied, and all other modes and 
degrees of human life and knowledge must be understood as more or 
less direct or conscious preparations for this ultimate end. In accord¬ 
ance with Plotinus, Ficino is convinced that this highest experience 
can be attained during the present life, at least by a few privileged 
persons and for a short while, although he never explicitly claims to 
have attained this state himself. 3 

In describing the various stages and ultimate goal of inner experi¬ 
ence, Ficino uses a twofold terminology, and in this he is influenced 
by St. Augustine and by the medieval philosophers. The ascent of the 
soul toward God is accomplished with the help of two wings, the 
intellect and the will, and thus the knowledge of God is accompanied 
and paralleled on each level by the love of God, and the ultimate vision 
by an act of enjoyment. Ficino also considers the question of whether 
intellect and knowledge or will and love are more important in this 
process, and although he seems to come to different conclusions in 
different parts of his writings, he leans on the whole toward the superi¬ 
ority of will and love over intellect and knowledge. 4 Yet the question 
is not so important for him as might be expected, since he regards the 
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knowledge of God and the love of God as merely two different aspects 
or interpretations of the same basic experience, namely the contempla¬ 
tive ascent of the soul toward its ultimate goal. 

This experience, and the manner in which it is interpreted, holds the 
key to Ficino’s metaphysics and to his ethics alike. It is the inner ascent 
of contemplation, through which the reality of incorporeal things, of 
the ideas and of God Himself, is discovered and verified. Moreover, 
since this inner ascent constitutes the basic task of human existence, 
Ficino is not interested in specific moral precepts or in casuistry, but 
only in the general identification of the human good and man’s moral 
excellence with the inner life. His whole moral doctrine, as expressed 
in his letters, may be said to be a reduction of all specific rules to a 
praise of the contemplative life. He who has attained this life is exempt 
from the blows of fortune, and, animated by his inner certainty and 
insight, he will know and do the right thing under any given circum¬ 
stances . 5 

Intimately related to the doctrine of the contemplative life are two 
other theories of Ficino, both of great historical importance, namely 
his theory of the immortality of the soul and his theory of Platonic 
love. 

The immortality of the soul constitutes the main theme of Ficino’s 
chief philosophical work, the Platonic Theology, which carries the 
subtitle “On the Immortality of the Souls,” and which consists for the 
most part of a series of arguments in support of immortality. It also 
appears from a famous passage twice repeated in Ficino’s writings 
that he considered this doctrine the central tenet of his Platonism, 
placing him in direct contrast with the teachings of the Aristotelian 
philosophers of his time . 6 Now it is true that the immortality of the 
soul had been defended by Plato and Plotinus, by Augustine and 
many other Christian writers, and that Ficino borrowed many specific 
arguments from these predecessors. It may also be granted that Aver- 
roes’ doctrine of the unity of the intellect in all men, which had been 
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widely accepted or discussed by the Aristotelian philosophers from 
the thirteenth to the fifteenth century, made a defense of individual 
immortality imperative. We may add that the humanists had attached 
great importance to the individual human being, his experiences and 
his opinions, and that the belief in personal immortality was, as it were, 
a metaphysical counterpart of this individualism, and an extension 
of it into another dimension . 7 

Yet in the case of Ficino, it seems evident that the doctrine of im¬ 
mortality was a necessary complement and consequence of his inter¬ 
pretation of human existence and of the goal of human life. If it is 
our basic task to ascend, through a series of degrees, to the immediate 
vision and enjoyment of God, we must postulate that this ultimate 
goal will be attained, not merely by a few persons and for a short while, 
but by a great number of human beings and for ever. Otherwise man’s 
effort to attain this ultimate end would be in vain, and the very end for 
which he had been destined would remain without fulfillment. Thus 
man would be unhappier than the animals, which do attain their 
natural ends, and this would be inconsistent with the dignity of the 
place man occupies in the universe. Moreover, a natural end cor¬ 
responding to a natural desire implanted in all men could not be 
attained, and this would be in contrast with the perfection of the order 
of nature, and with the wisdom of God who created this order. In his 
Platonic Theology, and in other parts of his writings, Ficino never 
tires of repeating these and similar arguments; it seems obvious that 
they reflect the real intent and motivation of his thought. For his 
whole interpretation of human life as a contemplative ascent toward 
God would lose its meaning unless this ascent were to find its per¬ 
manent fulfillment in the eternal afterlife of the immortal soul. This 
alone, it seems to me, explains why the doctrine of immortality 
assumes such a central place for him. All other arguments he uses are 
merely auxiliary to this central one . 8 

Ficino’s doctrine of immortality, and his arguments for it, made a 
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profound impression on many thinkers of the sixteenth century, and 
it may well be due to his indirect influence that the immortality of the 
soul was formally pronounced a dogma of the Catholic Church at the 
Lateran Council of 1512. 

Of equal historical importance, although of a different character, 
is Ficino’s doctrine of human love. In this doctrine, as in many others, 
Ficino combined elements from several different sources and tradi¬ 
tions. He took over and reinterpreted Plato’s theory of love as ex¬ 
pressed in the Symposium and Phaedrus, and combined it with some 
other ancient theories of friendship that were known to him primarily 
from Aristotle and Cicero; he tried to identify it with the Christian 
love ( charitas ) praised by St. Paul; and he even added some touches 
from the tradition of medieval courtly love as it was known to him 
through Guido Cavalcanti, Dante, and other early Tuscan poets. This 
doctrine, which exercised a tremendous influence during the sixteenth 
century, and for which Ficino himself coined the terms Platonic and 
Socratic love, was first expressed by him in his commentary on Plato’s 
Symposium, and then further developed in many of his letters and 
other writings. The name “Platonic love” means love as described by 
Plato, according to Ficino’s interpretation. More frequently, Ficino 
speaks of it as divine love. The basic point is that he regards love for 
another human being as merely a preparation, more or less conscious, 
for the love of God, which constitutes the real goal and true content 
of human desire, and which is merely turned toward persons and 
things by the reflected splendor of divine goodness and beauty as it 
may appear in them. He insists that true love and friendship is always 
mutual. A genuine relationship between two people is a communion 
founded on what is essential in man: that is, it is based in each of 
them on his original love for God. There can never be two friends 
only; there must always be three, two human beings and one God. 
God alone is the insoluble bond and perpetual guardian of any true 
friendship, for a true lover loves the other person solely for the sake 
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of God. In other words, true love and friendship between several per¬ 
sons is derived from the love of the individual for God, and it is thus 
reduced to the basic phenomenon of the inner ascent, which consti¬ 
tutes the core of Ficino’s philosophy. 9 

It appears from Ficino’s letters that he considered true friendship 
in this sense to be the bond that united the members of his Academy 
with each other and with himself, their common master, and that he 
liked to think of his Academy not merely as a school, but as a com¬ 
munity of friends. 

This conception of Platonic love was to exercise a strong influence 
on Italian and European literature throughout the sixteenth century. 
Many lyrical poets spoke of their love in terms that reflect Ficino’s 
influence, as well as that of the dolce stil nuovo and of Petrarch, and 
there was a large body of treatises and lectures on love that derived 
much of their inspiration, directly or indirectly, from Ficino’s com¬ 
mentary on the Symposium. In this literature, the concept of Platonic 
love was detached from the philosophical context in which it had 
originated with Ficino, and became more and more diluted and trivial. 
For this reason, the notion of Platonic love has acquired a slighdy 
ridiculous ring for the modern reader. Yet we should try to recapture 
its original meaning, and remember that the true meaning of an idea 
is best understood in the context of the thought in which it originated 
and which in a sense made its formulation necessary. If we trace Pla¬ 
tonic love back to its origin in Ficino, it may still seem a strange and 
remote concept, but we shall at least understand that it had a serious 
content, and that it was related to the central ideas of his philosophy. 

The last aspect of Ficino’s thought that I should like to discuss is his 
conception of religion and its relationship to philosophy. Ficino was 
a priest and a canon of Florence Cathedral, he had an adequate knowl¬ 
edge of Christian theology, and he even wrote an apologetic treatise 
on the Christian religion as well as several other theological works. 
There is not the slightest doubt that he intended to be orthodox, al- 
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though some of his doctrines may seem to have dubious implications, 
and although he was once in danger of an ecclesiastical condemna¬ 
tion for the views on astrology and magic expressed in his work De 
vita (1489). He insisted on his Christian faith, submitted to the judg¬ 
ment of the Church, and was even willing to abandon the opinions of 
his favorite Platonist philosophers when they seemed to contradict 
Christian doctrine. So we are not surprised to hear him say that Chris¬ 
tianity is the most perfect of all religions. At the same time he sees 
some merit in the variety of religions, and insists that any religion, 
however primitive, is related, at least indirectly, to the one true God. 
In this implicit tolerance toward other religions, Ficino comes very 
close to a concept of natural religion, a position that makes him a fore¬ 
runner of Herbert of Cherbury, the Deists, and other advocates of a 
universal religion. Divine worship, he says, is almost as natural for 
men as neighing is for horses, or barking for dogs. The common reli¬ 
gion of all nations, having one God for its object, is natural to the 
human species. This religion, which is again based on man’s primary 
knowledge and love of God, is not shared by the animals, but is pecu¬ 
liar to man, a part of his dignity and excellence, and a compensation 
for the many defects and weaknesses of his nature. 10 

As to the relation between religion and philosophy, Ficino is con¬ 
vinced that true religion, that is, Christianity, and true philosophy, 
that is, Platonism, are in basic harmony with each other, and he is 
inclined to treat them as sisters, instead of trying to make one subser¬ 
vient to the other. He believes that it is the task of Platonic reason 
to confirm and support Christian faith and authority, and even con¬ 
siders it as his own mission, assigned to him by divine providence, to 
revive true philosophy for the benefit of true religion. For those who 
will not be guided by faith alone can be guided toward truth only 
through reason and the most perfect philosophy. 11 

In the light of this relationship, the continuity of the Platonic tradi¬ 
tion assumes a new significance for Ficino. Since this tradition is 
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thought to go back to Hermes and Zoroaster, it is as old as the religious 
tradition of the Hebrews, and thus the religious tradition of the He¬ 
brews and Christians and the philosophical tradition of the Henneries 
and Platonists run a parallel course in human history that goes from 
the early beginnings through antiquity and the Middle Ages down 
to the modern period. 12 It is in accordance with this view of Ficino 
that Augustinus Steuchus, a Catholic theologian of the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury, wrote De perenni philosophia (1540), a term which he coined 
for the Platonic tradition, 13 but which has been recently appropriated 
(with no better historical or philosophical credentials) for the tradi¬ 
tion of Thomism. 

The nature and quality of Ficino’s teachings was such that they had 
to be reckoned with during his own lifetime and for a long time after¬ 
wards, even in those cases when he acted merely as a transmitter of 
earlier ideas. We have mentioned several examples of this influence 
already, yet it might be useful, in conclusion, to describe its nature 
more fully. As far as Florence is concerned, the beautiful capital of 
the Renaissance and, along with Athens and Paris, one of the main 
centers of Western civilization, we must recognize the fact that unlike 
the other great Florentine thinkers, who were poets or statesmen, 
artists or scientists, Ficino was the greatest Florentine philosopher and 
metaphysician in the proper sense of the word. He and his circle gave 
their imprint to a whole period of Florentine culture, and added an 
element to it that had been absent before, and that was to stay for 
several generations. Among the many Florentine scholars and writers 
of the late fifteenth century who show the impact of Ficino’s Plato¬ 
nism, we find Cristoforo Landino, author of the Camaldulensian Dis¬ 
putations and of an influential commentary on Dante’s Commedia, 
and Lorenzo de’ Medici, who was not only a brilliant statesman but 
one of the best Italian poets of his century. Ficino’s pupil Francesco da 
Diacceto carried his tradition into the first decades of the sixteenth 
century, and later in that century, Platonic philosophy was cultivated 
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both at the new Florentine Academy of 1540 and at the University of 
Pisa. It is this Platonist climate of opinion in Florence and Pisa that 
accounts for some of the views and preconceptions of Galileo, as his 
writings clearly show. In the rest of Italy, Ficino was widely known 
and read. As we have seen, poets and prose writers drew on his theory 
of love, and theologians and philosophers upon his doctrine of immor¬ 
tality and some of his other ideas. We shall encounter his influence 
in some of the leading philosophers such as Patrizi and Bruno, and 
even those thinkers who opposed his views were impressed by his 
learning and acumen. 

Ficino’s influence was by no means limited to Italy. Already dur¬ 
ing his lifetime, his personal connections, as well as the diffusion of 
his writings, could be traced to most European countries, to Hungary, 
Bohemia, and Poland, to Spain, to the Low Countries and England, to 
France, and to Germany. His admirers included Reuchlin and Colet, 
Gaguin and Lefevre d’Etaples, to mention only the most famous. Dur¬ 
ing the sixteenth century, his writings were reprinted, collected, read, 
and quoted all over Europe. In Germany, his medical and astrological 
treatises were especially popular. His greatest vogue outside of Italy 
seems to have been in France. 14 He was copiously quoted or plagia¬ 
rized by the prolific Symphorien Champier. The circle of Queen Mar¬ 
guerite of Navarre, and the poetic schools of Lyons and of the Pleiade, 
were other centers of his influence; they translated some of his writings 
into French, and also parts of his Latin version of Plato. We find 
elements of his Platonism in Bovillus and Postel, in Louis Le Roy and 
Bodin, and not so much in Peter Ramus, who sometimes called him¬ 
self a Platonist, as in his mortal enemy Jacques Charpentier. Even in 
Descartes, in addition to the scholastic elements that have been so 
much emphasized recently, there are strong elements of Platonism 
(and Stoicism), which have been much less discussed, but are no less 
real for that. 15 Outside of France, we need only mention Erasmus and 
More, Fox Morcillo, Paracelsus and Cornelius Agrippa, and finally 
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Kepler to recognize the importance of Platonism for European 
thought in the sixteenth century, an importance that is closely linked 
with the writings, translations, and commentaries of Marsilio Ficino. 

With the seventeenth century, after Galileo and Descartes, a new 
epoch began for European philosophy and science. The speculative 
cosmology of the Renaissance was no longer possible within the frame¬ 
work of a natural science based on experiments and mathematical 
formulas. The influence of Platonism persisted, however, in the meta¬ 
physics and epistemology of such great philosophers as Spinoza and 
Leibniz, Malebranche and Berkeley. It also gained a new life in 
such secondary currents as the school of Cambridge. Moreover, out¬ 
side the realm of the sciences, even the cosmology of Renaissance 
Platonism survived in the poetry and occultism of later centuries. And 
since the authority of Plato himself remained a powerful force with 
many thinkers and writers, we still find in Kant and in Goethe several 
theories associated with his name and prestige that actually belong to 
his Florentine translator and commentator. 16 Coleridge, too, tells us 
in his Biographia Literaria that as a youth (and this was toward the 
end of the eighteenth century) he read Plato and Plotinus together 
with the commentaries and Theologia Platonica of the illustrious 
Florentine. 17 

It is only with the nineteenth century that Renaissance Platonism 
lost even this anonymous or pseudonymous influence. Its direct role 
as a spiritual force came to an end after the new school of historical 
and philological criticism had begun to make a rigorous (sometimes 
too rigorous) distinction between the genuine thought of Plato and 
that of his successors and commentators in late antiquity and during 
the Renaissance. 

Yet although the ideas of Florentine Platonism have ceased to influ¬ 
ence us in their original and literal form, we have begun to appreciate 
their true historical significance. Not only was Ficino’s Platonism an 
important element in the philosophical thought of the Renaissance 


52 



F icino 


period; it also constitutes, for all its defects and weaknesses, one of 
the most important and interesting phases in the history of Platonism, 
a history which we are no longer prepared to trace back to Hermes and 
Zoroaster, but rather to Parmenides and the Pythagoreans, and which 
has not yet completed its course. For Platonism, if regarded not as 
the literal repetition of Plato’s theories but as a constant adaptation 
and amalgamation of his basic motives according to the insight and 
convictions of each new thinker, will continue to be restated and 
revived in the future in many different ways as it has been in the past. 
Thus it may be considered with as much right as any other intellec¬ 
tual current in Western civilization to be a living tradition, and (why 
not?) a philosophiaperennis. 
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Giovanni Pico della Mirandola enjoyed an unusual degree of affection 
and admiration during his lifetime, and during subsequent centuries, 
up to the present day, the fame and fascination of his name have 
remained undiminished. His appeal, which extended even to popular 
imagina tion, has proved far greater than that of most other scholars 
and thinkers of the Renaissance. His wealth and noble birth, his 
personal charm, his tragic life and early death, and the precocity and 
versatility of his talents have no doubt had their share in this unusual 
reputation. Yet behind the surface glamor, a study of his works reveals 
the solidity of his learning, the clarity and honesty of his thought, 
and the fertility of his basic ideas. Since he died at the age of 31, many 
of his more ambitious works remained unfinished or unwritten, and, 
above all, he was denied the opportunity to weave his various insights 
into the mellow pattern of a unified system. His brilliant thoughts 
remain fragmentary, but this does not detract from their intrinsic 
significance, or diminish their historical influence; it is merely a fact 
we ought to remember if we wish to arrive at a proper understanding 
of his work. 

Pico is often treated as one of the chief representatives of Renais¬ 
sance Platonism, and as a leading spirit of the Florentine Academy, 
along with, or even above, Ficino. This view is not entirely wrong, 
but it calls for several important qualifications. Pico spent the last and 
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most productive six years of his life in Florence, was linked by a close 
friendship with Ficino and other members of his circle, and probably 
attended many meetings of the Platonic Academy. Several members 
of the Academy were as much influenced by him as by Ficino. Yet 
the Academy had been active for twenty-six years before Pico settled 
in Florence, Ficino was its undisputed leader, and most of its mem¬ 
bers were imbued with his teachings and untouched by those of Pico. 
Moreover, although Pico considered himself a pupil of Ficino, who 
was his senior by thirty years, he soon developed several independent 
philosophical doctrines, and did not hesitate to differ from Ficino on 
important points of doctrine, a fact that did not impair their personal 
friendship. For these reasons we cannot consider Pico the leader, or a 
typical representative, of the Florentine Academy, even though he 
was in a sense a member of the Academy, and though some of us may 
rate his contribution higher than that of Ficino himself. 

We must make similar qualifications with reference to Pico’s Pla¬ 
tonism. Pico underwent the influence of Ficino, he was well read in 
the ancient sources of Platonism, and he attached a certain importance 
to its doctrines, all of which brought him closer to the position of 
Ficino than to the average attitude of the professional philosophers 
of the time. Moreover, his influence frequently operated alongside 
Ficino’s, with whom his name was closely associated. Yet unlike Fi¬ 
cino, he never claimed to revive Platonic philosophy, or to give it a pre¬ 
dominant position over other schools of philosophy. He did not even 
choose to call himself a Platonist, and his major goal was to reconcile 
and harmonize Platonism and Aristotelianism with each other and 
with a number of other positions. This attitude was quite understand¬ 
able, for, as we shall see, he was much better acquainted with the 
traditions of medieval Aristotelianism than Ficino was, and he ac¬ 
quired a familiarity with the sources of Jewish and Arabic thought 
that Ficino never possessed. 

Giovanni Pico was born in Mirandola in 1463. He was a younger 
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son in the family of the Counts of Mirandola and Concordia, who 
ruled as feudal lords over a small territory in northern Italy. He seems 
to have received his first humanistic training in Latin, and perhaps in 
Greek, at an early age. Being destined by his mother for a career in 
the Church, he was named papal protonotary at the age of io, and 
began to study canon law at Bologna in 1477. Two years later, he 
began to study philosophy at the University of Ferrara, and from 1480 
to 1482 at the University of Padua, one of the chief centers of the 
Aristotelian tradition. In Padua, he was a pupil of the Jewish Aver- 
roist Elia del Medigo. During this time he was in touch with human¬ 
ist scholars in various places, and visited Florence repeatedly, where 
he met Ficino and Poliziano. He spent the following years at home 
and on various visits, while continuing the study of Greek. In 1484, 
he settled for a while in Florence, and in 1485 he visited the Univer¬ 
sity of Paris, still the chief center of scholastic philosophy and theol¬ 
ogy; in i486, he returned to Florence. After becoming involved in a 
curious love affair, he moved to Perugia, where he studied Hebrew 
and Arabic under the guidance of several Jewish teachers, and where 
in addition to his interest in Averroes, he became first interested in 
the Jewish Cabala, a medieval mystical and speculative tradition that 
claimed to be of ancient origin and was in fact much influenced by 
Neoplatonic speculations. By the end of i486, he had composed his 
famous nine hundred theses, and offered to defend them in Rome 
during the following year in a public disputation to which he invited 
scholars from all parts of Europe. 

The content of some of his theses aroused objections from various 
theologians, and Pope Innocent VIII appointed a committee to have 
them examined. The committee condemned seven of them as unortho¬ 
dox, declared six more to be dubious, and rejected Pico’s explanations. 
When Pico published a defense of these thirteen theses, the Pope con¬ 
demned all nine hundred, although Pico had signed an act of submis¬ 
sion. Pico decided to flee to France, where he was arrested upon the 
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request of papal envoys in 1488. Upon the intervention of several 
Italian princes, he was released from prison by King Charles VIII. He 
returned to Italy, and was allowed by the Pope to settle in Florence, 
under parole as it were, and under the personal protection of Lorenzo 
de’ Medici. There he spent the remainder of his years, except for a 
few short visits to Ferrara, and wrote, or began to write, his most 
important works, remaining in close touch not only with the circle 
of the Medici and the Platonic Academy, but also with Savonarola. 
In 1493, he was acquitted of all ecclesiastical censures and restrictions 
by Innocent’s successor, Alexander VI. He died on November 17,1494, 
the very day on which Charles VIII of France made his entry into 
Florence, after the expulsion of Piero de’ Medici. 

Pico’s early death, preceded by that of Lorenzo, Ermolao Barbaro, 
and Poliziano, and followed a few years later by that of Ficino (who 
had long retired from most of his activities), marked the end of a 
notable epoch in the history of Florentine and Italian civ i lization. 
Pico’s thought belongs entirely to that age, and it is useless to specu¬ 
late how his philosophy might have developed, or how he might have 
fitted into the next period, if he had been granted a normal span of 
life. 

Pico’s extant writings are numerous, considering the shortness of 
his life, and reflect the wide range of his interests. He composed a 
number of Italian love sonnets, some of which have been preserved, 
and also a great many Latin poems, most of which are lost. A number 
of his letters were collected after his death by his nephew, and they 
may be said to represent the humanist part of his literary production, 
along with the famous Oration, which was also published after his 
death. To the scholastic aspect of his work we may assign the nine 
hundred theses, and especially the Apologia (1487), his defense of 
the thirteen theses criticized by the papal commission. Another early 
work is his lengthy commentary on the Platonic love poem of his 
friend Girolamo Benivieni (i486). To his mature philosophical writ- 
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ings belong the Heptaplus (1489), a sevenfold interpretation of the 
first verses of Genesis (1:1-27), an d his De ente et uno (1491), pub¬ 
lished posthumously. His most extensive work is his posthumous 
treatise against astrology, composed in twelve books. To this we may 
add a few short religious and theological writings, and several frag¬ 
ments of a commentary on the Psalms that have been preserved in 
a number of scattered manuscripts. We know of a few other works 
that he planned to write, but have no evidence that he actually did so. 

A characteristic document of Pico’s historical and philosophical 
attitude from his earlier years in his correspondence with Ermolao 
Barbaro (1485), which has been rightly famous among historians of 
Renaissance thought. Ermolao, a distinguished Venetian humanist, 
was a careful student of the Greek text -of Aristotle, and set himself 
the task of making the true Aristotle known through new translations 
and commentaries, a task he left unfulfilled when he died young in 
1493. Ermolao’s admiration for the original Aristotle was accom¬ 
panied by a deep contempt for his medieval Arabic and Latin inter¬ 
preters, an attitude that reminds us of Petrarch, and in a letter to Pico, 
he called the medieval philosophers uncultured and barbarous, not 
deserving to be read or studied. Pico responded with a long letter in 
which he praises and defends the medieval philosophers, and insists 
with great eloquence that what counts in the writings of philosophers 
is not their words or style, but their thoughts or content. Whereas 
Ermolao, like Petrarch and the other early humanists, despised the 
scholastic philosophers for their lack of elegance and classical learn¬ 
ing, Pico is willing to recognize the solidity of their thought, and to 
learn from them whatever truth or insight they may have to offer. 1 
The line between humanism and scholasticism is clearly drawn as 
the borderline between rhetoric and philosophy, and Pico, though 
deeply imbued with humanist learning, as Ermolao recognizes in his 
reply, nevertheless, throws his weight on the side of scholasticism, or at 
least of a synthesis that would do justice to both sides in the contest. 
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Ficino’s attitude, though less explicit, was fundamentally similar to 
Pico’s, for he, too, absorbed a certain amount of scholastic training, 
and quoted several medieval philosophers, including Averroes and 
Aquinas, with great respect. 

This is one more reason why I do not find it appropriate to treat 
the Florentine Platonists merely as followers of humanism, as many 
Italian scholars would like to do. The Renaissance Platonists repre¬ 
sent a new and different outlook on philosophy, to which scholasticism 
as well as humanism made some contributions. Pico’s manifesto must 
have made a deep impression, and it is significant that many years 
after Ermolao and Pico had both died, the humanist and reformer 
Melanchthon, who admired Aristotle but despised scholasticism, 
wrote a reply to Pico’s letter in which he defended Ermolao’s position 
once more . 2 

Pico’s defense of the scholastic philosophers in his letter to Ermolao 
was merely a special instance of a much broader historical and philo¬ 
sophical attitude. This attitude, rightly emphasized by Pico’s interpre¬ 
ters, is often referred to as his syncretism. The term is taken from the 
syncretism of late antiquity, when, prior to the rise and victory of 
Christianity, the diverse religions of the many peoples who formed a 
part of the Roman Empire were considered compatible, and when 
their sundry divinities were assimilated and identified with those of 
the Greeks and Romans. With respect to Pico, the term refers to his 
belief that all known philosophical and theological schools and 
thinkers contained certain true and valid insights that were com¬ 
patible with each other and hence deserved to be restated and de¬ 
fended. This was the underlying idea of his projected disputation. For 
the nine hundred theses, including some of those that were proposed 
“secundum opinionem propriam,” relied on the most diverse sources: 
Hermes, Zoroaster, Orpheus and Pythagoras, Plato and Aristotle and 
all the Greek followers and commentators of both, Avicenna and 
Averroes along with other Arabic philosophers, Thomas Aquinas and 
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Duns Scotus along with several other medieval Latin thinkers, and 
finally the Jewish Cabalists. 3 

In using all these sources, and in explicitly assigning separate groups 
of theses to each of them, Pico did not wish so much to display his 
learning—though this may have been a factor—as to emphasize his 
basic conviction that each and all of these thinkers had a genuine share 
in philosophical truth. His notion of a universal truth in which each 
of the different schools and thinkers participates to some extent, con¬ 
stitutes an attempt to deal with the apparent contrasts and contradic¬ 
tions in the history of philosophy, an attempt that may be compared 
with the efforts made by the Neoplatonists and by Hegel. Yet Pico 
does not believe with the ancient eclectics that all major philosophers 
agree in their thoughts and merely disagree in their words. Nor does 
he believe with Hegel and modern perspectivists that every system of 
thought taken as a whole represents a particular aspect of universal 
truth. For Pico, in accordance with his scholastic background, truth 
consists in a large number of true statements, and the various philos¬ 
ophers participate in truth insofar as their writings contain, besides 
numerous errors, a number of specific statements that are recognized 
as true and hence must be accepted. That this was his intent we may 
gather from his famous Oration , which was actually composed as an 
introductory speech for his projected disputation. The entire second 
part of this oration was designed to justify the nature and scope of his 
theses, and it was therefore with good reason that he repeated it almost 
verbatim in his Apologia. He insists that he is not bound by the doc¬ 
trines of any master or school, but has investigated all of them. Instead 
of confining himself to a single school, he has chosen what suits his 
thought from all of them, for each has something distinctive to con¬ 
tribute. 4 

Pico’s syncretism may be compared with that of Ficino, who had 
laid the ground for it in his theory of natural religion, in his conception 
of the Platonic tradition and its origin in Hermes, Zoroaster, and the 
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other early theologians, and in his emphasis on the basic harmony 
between Platonism and Christianity. Pico used these same notions, 
but made them a part of a much wider and more comprehensive syn¬ 
thesis by introducing two important new elements: he explicitly 
includes Aristotle and all his Greek, Arabic, and Latin followers; and 
he adds to these previously known sources die Jewish Cabalists with 
whom he became acquainted through his Hebrew studies, thus becom¬ 
ing probably the first Christian scholar to make use of Cabalistic 
literature. These two aspects of Pico’s syncretism, his attitude toward 
Aristotelianism and his attitude toward Cabalism, distinguish him 
clearly from Ficino and other predecessors; moreover, they were not 
only to find further development in his own later thought, but to exert 
a deep influence upon the philosophy of the sixteenth century. The 
syncretism of the Florentine Platonists has been rightly praised by 
several historians as a stepping-stone toward later theories of religious 
and philosophical tolerance; Pico, by broadening the scope and con¬ 
tent of that syncretism, laid the foundation for a broader tolerance. 

Pico’s use of Cabalism consisted not so much in accepting specific 
Cabalist theories as in gaining recognition for Cabalism in general. 
Indeed, some of the theories that he seems to have borrowed from 
Cabalistic authors were not necessarily of Cabalistic origin at all, such 
as the scheme of the three worlds, elementary, celestial, and angelic, 
which he uses for the first three sections of his Heptaplus. His chief 
contribution, rather, was to accept the claim made by the followers of 
Cabalism that their writings were based on a secret tradition that went 
back, at least in an oral form, to Biblical times. Cabalism thus acquires 
a kind of parallel authority with the Bible, similar to that held by the 
theology of Hermes and Zoroaster in the eyes of Ficino and Pico him¬ 
self. Moreover, Pico applied to Cabalism a principle that had been 
used for the Old Testament by all Christian writers ever since St. 
Paul: that is, he tried to show that the Cabalistic tradition, no less 
than the Hebrew Scripture, was in basic agreement with Christian 
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theology, and hence could be taken as a prophecy and confirmation 
of Christian doctrine. This was his justification for studying and citing 
the Cabalists, as we can see already in the second part of his Oration. 
With this argument, he laid the foundation for a whole tradition of 
Christian Cabalism that found its defenders in Reuchlin, Giles of 
Viterbo, and many other thinkers in the sixteenth century and after¬ 
wards who used the Cabala for the purposes of Christian apologetics. 5 

In Pico’s own work, the Cabalistic influence is most noticeable, after 
the time of the nine hundred theses, in his Heptaplus and in his frag¬ 
mentary commentary on the Psalms (which is still for the most part 
unpublished). In a manner which goes far beyond the medieval 
scheme of the four senses, Pico assigns to the text of Scripture a mul¬ 
tiple meaning that corresponds to the various parts or sections of the 
universe, as we can see in the Heptaplus. Moreover, he uses the Caba¬ 
listic method of scriptural interpretation, which assigns numerical 
values to the Hebrew letters, and extracts secret meanings from the 
text by substituting for its words other words with comparable numeri¬ 
cal values. I had to mention this fact to prove the extent to which 
Cabalistic influence appears in Pico’s work; despite my respect for 
Pico, however, I do not defend this method as philologically sound. 

The other distinctive aspect of Pico’s syncretism, his tendency to 
assume a basic agreement between Plato and Aristotle, also remained 
one of his major preoccupations during the later years of his life. We 
know that he planned to write an extensive treatise on the agreement 
between Plato and Aristotle, and his friends liked to call him Princeps 
Concordiae, the prince of harmony, punning upon the name of the 
small town of Concordia, which was among the feudal possessions of 
his family. The idea that Plato and Aristotle were in basic agreement, 
though differing in their words and appearance, was not new with 
Pico. We find it expressed in Cicero, who probably took it from his 
teacher Antiochus of Ascalon, the originator of eclecticism within 
the school of Plato. We find, too, that it is attributed as a program to 
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Ammonius Saccas, the teacher of Plotinus, and endorsed by Boethius, 
who planned to translate into Latin all the writings of Plato and Aris¬ 
totle. Pico was not even the latest of those who tried to defend this 
view. Much recent scholarship has tended to bridge the gap between 
Plato’s dialogues and Aristode’s extant later writings by interpolating 
the oral teaching of Plato that was supposedly close to Aristode, and 
the thought of Aristotle’s lost early writings that apparently was close 
to Plato. In this way, the difference between the two becomes gradual 
rather than fundamental. If we go one step further, as many scholars 
have done, and assume that the ideas expressed in Plato’s dialogues 
were not seriously held by him, the difference vanishes altogether— 
in many ways a convenient solution, but gained at the price, as far as 
Plato is concerned, of sacrificing the only tangible documents we have, 
the dialogues, for a mirage of doubtful hypotheses and reconstruc¬ 
tions. No wonder many Platonic scholars are not too happy with this 
solution. For if we go by the extant writings, the differences between 
Plato and Aristotle are obvious and hard to reconcile. Hence the claim 
that both meant the same thing means in practice that they both meant 
either what Plato said or what Aristotle said. 

The Renaissance thinkers with whom we are concerned did not 
escape this dilemma. Ficino, who was not prejudiced against Aristotle, 
followed on the whole the Neoplatonic line: Aristotle is useful for his 
contributions to logic and natural philosophy, but far inferior to Plato 
in metaphysics and theology. Hence we must subordinate Aristotle to 
Plato, and follow the latter in all those cases where they seem to dis¬ 
agree. Pico, thanks to his thorough scholastic training, had a much 
stronger allegiance to Aristotle and his school. If Plotinus and other 
Neoplatonists understood Plato in a way that contradicted Aristotle, 
they must be wrong both in their philosophical opinions and in their 
understanding of Plato. 

This is roughly Pico’s approach in De ente et uno, a little treatise 
composed toward the end of his life and the only surviving fragment, 
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perhaps all that was ever written, of his projected work on the har¬ 
mony between Plato and Aristotle. The issue is interesting and his¬ 
torically important. The question is whether being and unity are co¬ 
extensive, as Aristotle maintains in the tenth book of his Metaphysics y 
or whether unity has a broader diffusion than being, since it originates 
in a higher metaphysical principle, according to the view of Plotinus 
and other Neoplatonists. Following the scholastic doctrine of the tran¬ 
scendental, Pico sets out to defend the position of Aristotle. He then 
tries to prove that Plato did not hold the opposite view, as claimed by 
the Neoplatonists. In support of his claim, Pico cites a passage from 
Plato’s Sophist, and dismisses the testimony of the Parmenides, argu¬ 
ing that this dialogue is merely a dialectical exercise. (In this view, 
Pico receives the support of a recent scholar , 6 but runs counter to the 
opinion of Hegel, who considered the Parmenides the most specula¬ 
tive of Plato’s writings.) 

We cannot follow all of Pico’s arguments on this complicated sub¬ 
ject, but we may call attention to his acute distinction between being 
itself and participated being, which makes it possible for him to main¬ 
tain that God is identical with being in the former sense, but above 
being in the latter . 7 The harmony between Plato and Aristotle turns 
out to be quite Aristotelian, at least in its wording, since it excludes the 
views of Plotinus and the Neoplatonists; but in another sense it is 
neither Platonic nor Aristotelian. As a result, Pico’s position was criti¬ 
cized on the one side by Ficino, who defended Plotinus in his com¬ 
mentary on the Parmenides, and on the other by the Aristotelian 
Antonio Cittadini, who formulated a series of objections that were 
answered first by Pico himself, and then by his nephew and editor 
Gianfrancesco Pico . 8 This three-cornered controversy throws an in¬ 
teresting light on the interpretation and influence of Plato, Aristotle, 
and Plotinus during this period, and deserves closer study than it has 
received so far. 

Another aspect of Pico’s thought, which we might relate to his syn- 
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cretism, consists in his treatment of classical mythology. An allegorical 
interpretation of the myths of the Greek poets had been developed by 
the ancient philosophers, especially by the Stoics and Neoplatonists, 
and for them it had been a device for reconciling pagan religion with 
philosophical truth. When the medieval grammarians continued to 
interpret the classical poets in this manner, they minimized the pagan 
religious element and emphasized the implied universal, or even 
Christian, truth that would justify the study of these writers. The 
method was taken over and further developed by the humanists, and 
we find notable examples of it in Salutati’s treatment of the labors of 
Hercules (before 1406), 9 and in Landino’s Camaldulensian Disputa¬ 
tions (ca. 1475), which contain an elaborate moral exegesis of the plot 
of Vergil’s Aeneid. Ficino continued the tradition, drawing not merely 
on these immediate precedents, but also on his Neoplatonic authorities, 
when he embroidered his writings with accounts and allegorical ex¬ 
planations of ancient myths. His commentary on Plato’s Symposium 
is full of such passages, as are his letters. A noteworthy example is his 
treatment of the judgment of Paris in an appendix to his commentary 
on Plato’s P/nlebus . 10 Pico tends to be even more elaborate in his dis¬ 
cussion and interpretation of ancient myths, especially in his com¬ 
mentary on Benivieni’s love poem, which in a sense belongs to the 
same genre and tradition as Ficino’s commentary on the Symposium. 
It is in this work that Pico repeatedly mentions his plan to write a 
treatise on poetic theology. No fragments of this work have come 
down to us, and he may never have carried out his plan. But in line 
with Aristotle’s view that the poets were the first theologians, it seems 
to have been Pico’s intention to construct a detailed system of the 
theology implicit in the myths of the ancient poets. 11 In this way, he 
would have illustrated their share in the common truth, and thus have 
included them in the universal syncretism that comprised all philoso¬ 
phers and theologians known to him. 

Much more famous than the ideas so far discussed is Pico’s doctrine 
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of the dignity of man and his place in the universe. The oration in 
which this doctrine is developed constitutes perhaps the most widely 
known document of early Renaissance thought. In many editions the 
work is entitled Oration on the Dignity of Man, but, as many scholars 
have observed, this title properly belongs only to the first part of the 
oration. The original title of the work was simply Oration. It was com¬ 
posed as an opening speech for the projected disputation, and, as we 
have noted, the second part (which does not deal with the theme of 
h uman dignity) contains the actual program of the disputation, and 
therefore would have been especially appropriate for the occasion 
for which it was written. The words “on the Dignity of Man” were 
simply added to the title at a later date because people were particu¬ 
larly impressed with the idea that dominated the first part of the 
speech, perhaps not even reading beyond it to the end, as often hap¬ 
pens with hasty readers. 

The emphasis on man and his dignity is implicit in the very program 
of the studia humanitatis, as we have seen, and hence the subject is 
often referred to by the humanists, down to Facio and Manetti, who 
dedicated entire treatises to it. It has been shown, and even appears 
from their quotations, that the humanists drew for their specific argu¬ 
ments on ancient and patristic, if not on medieval, sources when deal¬ 
ing with this theme. We have also seen that the topic was taken up by 
Ficino, and received a kind of metaphysical framework from him, 
when he assigned to the human soul a privileged place in the center 
of the universal hierarchy, and made it, both through its intermediary 
attributes and through its universal thought and aspirations, the bond 
of the universe and the link between the intelligible and the corporeal 
world. 

In his Oration, Pico went beyond Ficino in several ways. Most im¬ 
portant, he did not discuss the question merely in passing, or within 
the context of a large work dedicated to other subjects, but displayed 
it prominently in the opening section of a short and elegantly written 
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oration. Moreover, he lays the accent not so much on man’s univer¬ 
sality as on his freedom: instead of assigning to him a fixed, though 
privileged, place in the universal hierarchy, he puts him entirely apart 
from this hierarchy, and claims that he is capable of occupying, ac¬ 
cording to his choice, any degree of life from the lowest to the highest. 
Neither a fixed abode, so he has God address Adam, nor a form that 
is thine alone, nor any function peculiar to thyself have we given thee, 
Adam, to the end that according to thy judgment thou mayest have 
and possess what abode, what form, and what functions thou thyself 
shalt desire. Constrained by no limits, in accordance with thine own 
free will, in whose hand we have placed thee, thou shalt ordain for 
thyself the limits of thy nature. Thou shalt have the power to degen¬ 
erate into the lower forms of life, which are brutish. Thou shalt have 
the power, out of thy soul’s judgment, to be reborn into the higher 
forms, which are divine . 12 

These words have a modern ring, and they are among the few 
passages in the philosophical literature of the Renaissance that have 
pleased, almost without reservation, modern, and even existentialist, 
ears. I am not absolutely sure they were meant to be as modern as they 
sound, and I hardly believe, what has often been said, that when Pico 
wrote them he had denied or forgotten the doctrine of grace. After all, 
the words are attributed to God, and addressed by Him to Adam 
before the Fall. Yet they do contain an eloquent praise of human ex¬ 
cellence and man’s potentialities, and they receive added vigor when 
we think of what the reformers, and even great humanists like Mon¬ 
taigne, were to say about man’s vanity and weakness. 

Some scholars have tried to minimize Pico’s praise of human dig¬ 
nity, and regard it as a mere piece of oratory. This view is refuted by 
the testimony of the Heptaplus, a work written several years later and 
for an entirely different purpose. Here again Pico places man outside 
the hierarchy of the three worlds, the angelic, celestial, and elemen¬ 
tary, treats him as a fourth world by himself, and praises him and his 
faculties, although within a more obvious theological context . 13 
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Pico’s insistence on man’s dignity and liberty also accounts, at least 
in part, for his attack on astrology, to which he dedicates his longest 
extant work, probably composed during the last few years of his life. 
This work is full of detailed astronomical discussions, which we cannot 
describe here, and displays an amazing mastery of the astrological and 
anti-astrological literature of previous centuries. It has often been 
hailed by modern historians as a landmark in the struggle of science 
against superstition. In fact, Pico does state that the stars act upon sub¬ 
lunar things only through their light and heat, not through any other 
occult qualities that may be attributed to them , 14 and this statement 
sounds very sober, if not necessarily modern. Moreover, we learn that 
no less a scientist than Kepler at least modified his initial belief in 
astrology under the impression of Pico’s treatise . 15 Yet in Pico’s time 
the belief in astrology was more than a superstition, and the rejection 
of it was not necessarily scientific. As a general system, astrology was 
closely linked with the scientific cosmology of the age, and hence 
widely accepted, not only by quacks, but also by serious thinkers in¬ 
cluding Pontano, Ficino, and Pomponazzi. There is no evidence that 
Pico was especially guided by scientific considerations in this respect, 
and we must face the fact that he accepted natural magic while reject¬ 
ing astrology. We happen to know that his work against astrology was 
composed as a part of a larger work he planned to write, and left un¬ 
finished at the time of his death, and that this work was to be directed 
against the enemies of the Church. The basic impulse of his attack was 
religious and not scientific, and he indicates more than once what his 
chief objection to astrology was: the stars are bodies, and ourselves are 
spirits; it cannot be admitted that a corporeal, and hence lower, being 
should act upon our higher self and restrict its freedom . 16 

Let us finally say a word about Pico’s conception of the relation 
between philosophy and religion. It is quite evident from a number of 
documents that Pico became increasingly concerned with religious 
problems during his later years, a development in which his shock at 
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the papal condemnation of his theses and the influence of Savonarola 
must have played a part. The fact appears in the religious and theo¬ 
logical content of several of his later writings, as well as in the religious 
motivation of his treatise against astrology. It also finds an unexpected 
expression in certain passages of the De ente et uno, a work that deals 
fundamentally with a very different problem. Here Pico tells us that 
God is darkness, and that philosophical knowledge can lead us toward 
God only up to a certain point, beyond which religion must guide us. 1T 
At least at this stage of his thought, Pico is more “mystical” than 
Ficino, who carries the parallelism of philosophy and religion to its 
ultimate extreme, and for whom there is no limit to philosophical 
knowledge. For Pico, by contrast, religion seems to be a fulfillment of 
philosophy: religion helps us to attain that ultimate end for which 
philosophy can merely prepare us. 18 

I hope to have shown that Pico’s ideas were quite significant and 
independent, although he did not live long enough to work them out 
into a coherent whole. Fragmentary as it was, his work had wide 
repercussions for a long time. His syncretism was more comprehensive 
than that of Ficino, and therefore came closer to subsequent efforts at 
formulating a universal religion. His study of Hebrew and Arabic, 
although not entirely without precedents, served as a widely known 
example and gave a powerful impulse to these studies in Christian 
Europe, leading to a study of the Hebrew Scripture and to many new 
translations of Jewish and Arabic texts. His study and use of the Cabala 
started a broad and powerful current of Christian Cabalism, which 
flourished throughout the sixteenth century and counted among its 
representatives many distinguished scholars and thinkers. In the eyes 
of many scholars of the later Renaissance, the Cabalistic literature so 
highly praised by Pico joined the company of Plato and the Neoplato- 
nists, of Hermes, Zoroaster, Orpheus, and the other pagan theologians 
who had received their credentials from Ficino (“file mirabilis sciendi 
ac nesciendi auctor,” as he was to be called by a nineteenth-century 
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scholar 10 ). Here was a large body of philosophical and metaphysical 
literature that was not of Christian origin, but believed to be in basic 
harmony with the teachings of Christianity, a literature that was in 
part profound, in part given an appearance of depth by honest belief 
and laborious interpretation—a literature quite different from that of 
the Aristotelian tradition, which might or might not be reconciled 
with that tradition, but which in any case constituted the most com¬ 
pact body of philosophical ideas that was available besides it. 

This was perhaps the strangest part of the complex inheritance that 
Florentine Platonism—Ficino and Pico together—left to the philoso¬ 
phy, theology, and literature of the sixteenth century, and to its later 
successors—philosophers, poets, and occultists—down to the time of 
Romanticism, and even down to our own time. Part of this heritage 
is distasteful to some of us, including myself, while other parts are 
admirable and impressive. We must resign ourselves to the fact that 
in the thought of the past, as perhaps in that of our own time, truth 
and error, sense and nonsense, are combined and interwoven. As his¬ 
torians we must accept the mixture as it is offered to us by the sources 
of the past. As philosophers, the best we can do is to practice upon Pico 
and his companions and followers what he tried to do with his prede¬ 
cessors: to take from them whatever truth and sense they were able to 
express, and to respect and even admire them for whatever share they 
had in the universal truth that will always be discovered only in parts. 
In Pico’s case, we should give him credit for having raised his axe, 
though not for scientific reasons, against a superstition, astrology, that 
was to remain respectable for another hundred years or more until 
scientists greater than he managed to put an end to its respectability 
(though not its life). Finally, Pico’s song of the dignity of man has 
been heard over the centuries up to our own time, even by those who 
have been deaf to the rest of the concert of Renaissance thought, 
even by the self-styled modern humanists who have forgotten that 
humanitas includes, besides friendly feelings; a liberal education and 
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some learning (I hardly dare to call this notion vulgar, as Gellius once 
did 20 ). Let it be enough to remember that in praising man and his 
dignity, Pico was summing up the aspiration of several generations 
of learned humanists, adding to it something of which they were not 
capable, namely, a metaphysical context and a philosophical meaning. 


7i 
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Pomponazzi belonged to the same generation as Pico, but with his 
work we enter a new century, the sixteenth, and a different school of 
philosophy, Aristotelianism. We should not call it a new school, for 
its ancient origins were about as old as those of Platonism, and its 
medieval antecedents far more continuous and more firmly rooted in 
institutional traditions, at least after the twelfth century. If we date 
humanism from its rise in Italy toward the end of the thirteenth cen¬ 
tury, Aristotelianism is the slightly older school, though at least in 
Italy not by very much. The coexistence of, and occasional rivalry be¬ 
tween, humanism and Aristotelianism is best understood if we realize 
that humanism was professionally and academically associated with 
the studia humanitatis, and Aristotelianism with the philosophical 
disciplines, especially logic, natural philosophy, and, to a lesser extent, 
metaphysics; moral philosophy alone was claimed by the humanists 
as a part of their domain. We may compare the rivalry between the 
two traditions, with some appropriate qualifications, to the modern 
rivalry between the sciences and the humanities. 

The rise of Aristotelianism in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 
was one of the major events in the intellectual history of the Middle 
Ages. It reflected, first, the expansion of learning beyond the narrow 
limits of the seven liberal arts that had encompassed the horizon of 
the earlier medieval centuries; second, the introduction, through Latin 
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translations from the Greek and Arabic, of a vast body of scientific and 
philosophical literature previously unavailable to Western readers, in 
which the works of Aristotle and his Arabic commentator Averroes 
played an especially important role; and, third, the emergence, espe¬ 
cially in France, England, and Italy, of new institutions of higher 
learning, the universities, where the advanced disciplines including 
philosophy, now emancipated from the encyclopedia of the liberal arts, 
were taught by and for specialists, on the basis of the newly acquired 
texts and with a newly developed method. This method involved the 
use of the class lecture and the disputation, which found their literary 
expression in the commentary and the question, and the adoption of 
standard authorities, a fixed technical terminology, and a highly de¬ 
veloped and strictly regulated method of reasoning and of formulat¬ 
ing arguments. 

At the University of Paris and other Northern universities, the texts 
of Aristotle and the commentaries of Averroes became firmly estab¬ 
lished, after some initial resistance, by the middle of the thirteenth 
century. Philosophy, therefore, was, and always remained, distinct 
from theology, although, owing to the dominating position of theol¬ 
ogy at these universities, it was often studied and taught as a prepara¬ 
tion for theology. In Italy the role of Aristotelianism developed in a 
quite different way. At the Italian universities, throughout the medi¬ 
eval and Renaissance period, theology was either absent, or played a 
marginal and subordinate role. These universities originated as schools 
of medicine and law, and when the study of Aristotelian philosophy 
was introduced, it came to be closely associated with that of medicine. 

The earliest traces of this tendency may be seen at Salerno during 
the second half of the twelfth century, but its full development began 
at Bologna during the second half of the thirteenth century, and spread 
from there to Padua and other universities. From the end of the thir¬ 
teenth century on—that is, about the same time as the rise of Italian 
humanism—the Italian universities produced a steady and continuous 
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sequence of teachers of Aristotelian philosophy, and a voluminous 
literature which grew out of their teaching, and which is still largely 
unexplored. The Italian Aristotelian tradition continued to flourish 
vigorously throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and lasted 
even into the seventeenth. It is therefore hard to believe those literary 
historians who claim that Aristotelianism was defeated by Petrarch 
and his humanist followers; for it produced some of its most impor¬ 
tant representatives long after the time of Petrarch. 

This tradition must be called Aristotelian on account of its sources 
and authorities, and also scholastic on account of its terminology, 
method, and style. Yet it was thoroughly secular, and, if you wish, 
naturalistic, because of its close ties with medicine and its lack of con¬ 
nection with theology (though it was not opposed to theology, let 
alone to religion, as has often been claimed). It is frequently referred 
to as Averroism, but I should prefer to call it secular Aristotelianism; 
for the use of Averroes’ commentary was not peculiar to this school, 
nor were the distinctive theories of Averroes, such as the unity of the 
intellect, consistently accepted by the Italian Aristotelians. It is also 
often referred to as the school of Padua, but I prefer to call it the Italian 
school. The University of Padua came to occupy an especially impor¬ 
tant place in the Aristotelian tradition during the fifteenth and six¬ 
teenth centuries, but it had no monopoly in the movement, nor was 
there any uniformity about its teaching. Moreover, during the earlier 
period up to the middle of the fourteenth century, Padua was less im¬ 
portant than Bologna in this development, and even after that date 
the contribution of other universities was much greater than is com¬ 
monly known. 

It is this tradition of Italian Aristotelianism, usually called Paduan 
Averroism, that produced Pomponazzi, and along with him a whole 
line of distinguished Aristotelian philosophers whom we shall have 
no occasion to mention. Pomponazzi must stand for us as a represen¬ 
tative of a broad philosophical movement which is often forgotten by 
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historians of the Italian Renaissance, but which actually accounts for 
a large part of the academic and literary activity of the period in the 
field of philosophy. As one of its most distinguished representatives, 
Pomponazzi bears witness to the significance and vitality of that 
movement. 

By Pomponazzi’s time, Italian Aristotelianism had been flourishing 
for several centuries, had survived the attacks of Petrarch and other 
humanists, and had received important new impulses from Paris and 
Oxford toward the end of the fourteenth century. 

There is no doubt that Pomponazzi, on account of his training and 
career, his sources and authorities, his method and style, must be con¬ 
sidered as a typical product of this school. However, it would be wrong 
to assume that he was completely untouched by the other currents of 
his time, or to be surprised because a simple label like Aristotelianism, 
in his case as in so many others, proves inadequate to describe the com¬ 
plex thought of an original and vigorous thinker. Pomponazzi read 
and respected the writings of Ficino, to whom he owed his acquaint¬ 
ance with Plato and perhaps his preoccupation with the problem of 
immortality. The way in which he speaks about the position of man 
in the universe is clearly influenced by both Ficino and Pico. He also 
shows at many other points the impact of the broad humanist move¬ 
ment of his time. He cultivates the monographic treatise, in addition 
to the commentary and question, and even makes a timid attempt to 
use the form of the dialogue. He occasionally likes to speak of himself 
in good humanist fashion, and cites such favorite humanist sources as 
Cicero and Plutarch. His doctrine that virtue is its own reward has 
Stoic rather than Aristotelian antecedents, and his insistence that the 
end of man consists in practical virtue rather than contemplation is at 
variance with Aristotle, and may owe something to Cicero and the 
civic humanism of such earlier humanists as Bruni and Alberti. 

We may even link with the humanist tradition Pomponazzi’s in¬ 
terest in Alexander of Aphrodisias, the Greek commentator of Aris- 
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totle, who was not entirely unknown during the Middle Ages, but 
whose writings acquired a much wider diffusion through new trans¬ 
lations around the turn of the sixteenth century. 1 Although the label 
of Alexandrism, often attached to Pomponazzi, is quite dubious and 
misleading, we know from an early question composed by Pompo¬ 
nazzi in 1504 that his view on the problem of immortality, as adopted 
in his later treatise of 1516, was derived from that of Alexander. We 
also learn that his treatise De fato was occasioned by reading a new 
translation of Alexander’s treatise on the subject, although it turns out 
that the work of the so-called Alexandrist Pomponazzi is actually a 
defense of the Stoic position against Alexander. I hope these prelimi¬ 
nary remarks have not caused too great a confusion, but have helped 
to dispel some of the wrong and misleading notions with which the 
name of Pomponazzi is often associated. 

Pietro Pomponazzi was born in Mantua in 1462. He studied phi¬ 
losophy at the University of Padua, and after obtaining his degree, he 
became extraordinary professor of philosophy in 1488 and ordinary 
or full professor in 1495. When the university was closed as a result of 
the war of the League of Cambrai in 1509, he left Padua, stayed for a 
while with Alberto Pio, lord of Carpi, then moved to the University 
of Ferrara, and finally accepted a professorship at die University of 
Bologna, where he taught from 1512 until his death in 1525. He 
married three times and had two children. 

Of Pomponazzi’s writings, only a few were published during his 
lifetime. Best known is the treatise “On the Immortality of the Soul” 
(De immortalitate animae, 1516), which immediately provoked a 
great controversy, was publicly attacked by several philosophers and 
theologians, and was followed up by the audior with two defensive 
treatises that were longer than the original work itself. Probably as a 
result of this experience, Pomponazzi did not publish anything else, 
except for a few short philosophical questions of a non-controversial 
nature that he added to the 1525 reprint of his three writings on im- 
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mortality. Equally important are his treatises De incantationibus and 
De fato, both composed around 1520, which were published post¬ 
humously in Basel by a Protestant exile in 1556 and 1567, respectively. 
A sizable body of other writings has been preserved in manuscript, and 
the study and publicadon of this material has barely been started. The 
more important among these unpublished writings are questions on 
Aristotelian and other problems, which he probably worded himself, 
and which therefore reflect his thought quite directly. Another large 
group consists of his class lectures on various works of Aristotle. Since 
they were taken down by students and show a certain amount of oscil¬ 
lation from year to year, and from copy to copy, they must be used 
with caution in any attempt to reconstruct Pomponazzi’s thought and 
philosophical development. 

Pomponazzi’s style is as far removed from humanist elegance as it 
can be, and represents a rather harsh example of scholastic terminology 
and argument, although he is at times capable of concise formulation 
and caustic wit. His reasoning shows great subtlety and acumen, but 
he is repetitious and sometimes inconsistent. He obviously enjoys spin¬ 
ning out an argument and following reason wherever it leads, and out 
of intellectual honesty, he is prepared to admit his puzzlement in front 
of certain dilemmas, or to modify his views whenever he feels com¬ 
pelled to do so by some strong argument. Thus we may well under¬ 
stand his famous outburst in the third book of the De fato (ch. 7), 
where he cites the mythical Prometheus as a prototype of the philoso¬ 
pher who, in the course of his efforts to understand the secrets of God, 
is eaten up by his continuous worries and thoughts, stops eating, drink¬ 
ing, and sleeping, is held up to ridicule by all, taken as a fool and a 
faithless person, persecuted by the Inquisition, and laughed at by the 
multitude. 2 

The De incantationibus is an attempt to offer all kinds of natural 
explanations for a number of occurrences popularly ascribed to the 
agency of demons and spirits. It is significant that for Pomponazzi the 
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effects ascribed to the stars by the astrologers form a part of the system 
of natural causes. This work is the only one by Pomponazzi that was 
once on the index of prohibited books (it no longer is), on account of 
its imp lied criticism of miracles. It contains an interesting passage on 
prayer, which shows a certain affinity with some of the ideas expressed 
in the treatise on immortality. The value of prayer, he says, consists 
not in the external effects it may have, but in the pious attitude it pro¬ 
duces in the person who prays . 8 

In the De fato, which is divided into five books and is by far the 
longest of his works, Pomponazzi discusses in great detail, and with 
a great number of intricate arguments, the problems of fate, free will, 
and predestination. His conclusions are by no means simple or clear- 
cut, but it appears from his final conclusion that he regards the Stoic 
doctrine of fate, on purely natural grounds, as relatively free from 
contradictions. Yet since human wisdom is subject to error, he is will¬ 
ing to submit to the teaching of the Church, and to accept the doctrine 
that God’s providence and predestination are compatible with man’s 
free will. However, he is not satisfied with the way in which this com¬ 
patibility is customarily explained, and tries instead to propose an 
explanation that he considers more satisfactory . 4 

We cannot go into further detail concerning this important work. 
It has been unduly neglected even by students of Pomponazzi, perhaps 
on account of its length and difficulty. It is now available in a critical 
edition, and hopefully it will some day be studied within the twofold 
historical context in which it belongs: that is, the philosophical con¬ 
troversy between determinism and indeterminism, as it appeared in 
antiquity in the works of the Stoics and Alexander, and again in more 
modern discussions; and the specifically theological problem of recon¬ 
ciling providence and predestination with free will. This last question 
has occupied Christian theologians of all centuries; we have encoun¬ 
tered it in Valla’s treatise on free will, and it was to be debated by 
Luther and Erasmus, and by many other theologians during and after 
the Reformation. 
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I should like to discuss at greater length Pomponazzi’s treatise on 
immortality, which is much better known, and which had far wider 
repercussions during the sixteenth century and even later. Pompo- 
nazzi explains the origin of the treatise as follows: he had stated in a 
class lecture that Thomas Aquinas’s view on immortality, though per¬ 
haps true, did not agree with Aristode’s, and he was subsequently 
asked by a Dominican friar who was his student to express his own 
opinion on the question, staying strictly within the limits of natural 
reason. 5 

In complying with this request, Pomponazzi begins with the state¬ 
ment that man is of a manifold and ambiguous nature, and occupies 
an intermediary position between mortal and immortal things (ch. i). 
The question is in what sense such contrary attributes as mortal and 
immortal may be attributed to the human soul (ch. 2). 

Pomponazzi first lists six possible answers, and after having dis¬ 
carded two of them, because they have never been defended by any¬ 
body, he promises to discuss the remaining four (chs. 2-3). 

The first of these four is the view attributed to Averroes and others, 
according to which there is only one immortal soul common to all 
human beings, and also an individual soul for each person, which, 
however, is mortal. In Chapter 4 of his treatise, Pomponazzi rejects 
this opinion at great length. The Averroist position maintains that the 
intellect is capable of acting without a body, and can therefore be 
regarded as separable and immortal. Yet in our experience, Pompo¬ 
nazzi argues, the intellect has no action that is entirely independent 
of the body, and therefore we have no evidence that the intellect is 
separable. If we wish to understand the relationship of the intellect 
to the body, we must distinguish between being in the body as having 
the body for its organ or subject or substratum, and depending on the 
body as having the body, its perceptions, and imaginations for its 
object. Pomponazzi insists that the intellect does not use the body as 
its subject, as is the case for the souls of the animals and for the lower 
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faculties of the human soul. Yet the human intellect cannot know 
anything without perceptions or imaginations offered to it by the 
body, and this fact alone proves that the intellect is not separable from 
the body. 8 

Second, Pomponazzi discusses an opinion that he attributes to Plato, 
according to which each individual person has two different souls, one 
immortal and the other mortal (ch. 5). This position is rejected on the 
ground that the subject of perception and that of intellectual knowl¬ 
edge must be one and the same, and that it is therefore not possible to 
distinguish two separate natures within the same human soul (ch. 6). 

Third, he examines the view attributed to Thomas Aquinas, which 
holds that the human soul has but a single nature, and that it is abso¬ 
lutely ( simpliciter ) immortal, and only in some respects (secundum 
quid) mortal (ch. 7). Elaborating on some of the arguments he had 
already advanced against Averroes, Pomponazzi insists that he finds 
no evidence to prove the absolute immortality of the soul. He has no 
doubt, he adds, that the doctrine of the absolute immortality of the 
soul is true, since it is in accordance with Scripture, but he wonders 
whether it is in agreement with Aristotle, and whether it can be estab¬ 
lished within the limits of natural reason without recurring to the 
evidence of faith and revelation (ch. 8). 7 

Fourth and last, Pomponazzi discusses a position according to which 
the human soul, having only one nature, is absolutely mortal, and only 
in certain respects immortal (ch. 9). He then proceeds to defend this 
position, which he had identified elsewhere as that of Alexander of 
Aphrodisias. Insisting once more on the middle position of man, he 
argues that the human intellect, unlike that of the pure intelligences, 
always needs the body for its object and has no way of acting without 
the help of sense images. It must therefore be considered absolutely 
mortal. On the other hand, unlike the souls of the animals, the human 
intellect does not use the body as its subject. Therefore, it may be said 
to participate in immortality, or to be immortal in some respects. This 
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position is claimed to be more probable than the others, and to be more 
in accordance with the teachings of Aristotle (chs. 9-10). 

Having reached this conclusion in Chapter 10, Pomponazzi con¬ 
tinues in good scholastic fashion to formulate several sets of objections 
to this view (chs. 11 and 13), and to answer these objections one by one 
in great detail (chs. 12 and 14). In the course of the discussion, he 
repeats and elaborates some of the arguments presented in the pre¬ 
ceding chapters. He also introduces new arguments and conclusions, 
especially in Chapter 14, which are of great intrinsic interest, and 
which we must discuss a little further. 

Yet it might be best to report first his final conclusion as set forth 
in the last chapter. Having presented all arguments against the im¬ 
mortality of the soul, Pomponazzi states that the question is a neutral 
one, as is the eternity of the world. In other words, he does not believe 
that there are any natural reasons strong enough to demonstrate the 
immortality of the soul, or to refute its mortality, although he knows 
that many theologians, notably Thomas Aquinas, have argued other¬ 
wise. Since the question is thus doubtful on purely human grounds, 
it must be resolved by God Himself, Who clearly proved the immor¬ 
tality of the soul in the Holy Scriptures. This means that the arguments 
to the contrary must be false and merely apparent. The immortality 
of the soul is an article of faith, for it is based on faith and revelation. 
Hence it must be asserted on this ground alone, and not on the basis 
of inconclusive or unconvincing rational arguments. 8 

Before taking leave of this treatise, let us return to some of the im¬ 
portant ideas formulated in Chapter 14 as a reply to certain objections, 
and also try to interpret the meaning of Pomponazzi’s conclusion, 
which has been the subject of much debate among historians of 
philosophy. 

Along with other objections to his view, Pomponazzi cites in Chap¬ 
ter 13 the argument that according to Aristotle’s 'Ethics the ultimate 
end of man is contemplation, and that the satisfactory fulfillment of 
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this end requires immortality. 9 In his reply, he states that man has a 
threefold intellect: speculative, practical, and technical. Only a few 
persons have a share in the speculative intellect, whereas the technical 
intellect is shared by some animals. Thus we may conclude that the 
practical intellect, in which all human beings, and only all human 
beings, share, is the faculty peculiar to human beings. Every normal 
person can attain the practical intellect in a perfect way, and a person 
is called absolutely good or bad with reference to this practical intel¬ 
lect, but merely in some respect good or bad with reference to the other 
two intellects. For a man is called a good man or a bad man with 
reference to his virtues and vices, yet a good metaphysician with ref¬ 
erence to his speculative intellect, and a good architect with reference 
to his technical intellect. However, a good metaphysician or a good 
architect is not always a good man. Hence a man does not mind so 
much if he is not called a good metaphysician or a good architect, but 
he minds very much if he is called unjust or intemperate. For it seems 
to be in our power to be good or wicked, but to be a philosopher or an 
architect does not depend on us, and is not necessary for a man. Hence 
the ultimate end must be defined in terms of the practical intellect, 
and every man is called upon to be as virtuous as possible. By contrast, 
it is neither necessary nor even desirable that all men should be phi¬ 
losophers or architects, but only that some of them should be. More¬ 
over, since the perfection of the practical intellect is accessible to almost 
everybody, a farmer or a craftsman, a poor man or a rich man, may be 
called happy, and actually is called happy, and is satisfied with his lot, 
whenever he is virtuous. In other words, Pomponazzi departs in this 
important respect from Aristotle, and identifies the end of human life 
with moral virtue, rather than with contemplation, because this end 
is attainable by all human beings without exception. 10 

There had been another objection that God would not be a good 
governor of all things unless all good deeds found their reward, and 
all bad deeds their punishment, in a future life. To this Pomponazzi 
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replies that the essential reward of virtue is virtue itself, and the essen¬ 
tial punishment of vice, vice itself. Hence it makes no difference 
whether the external or accidental reward or punishment of an action 
is sometimes omitted, since its essential reward and punishment are 
always present. Moreover, if one man acts virtuously without the ex¬ 
pectation of a reward, and another with such an expectation, the act 
of the latter is not considered to be so virtuous as that of the former. 
Thus he who receives no external reward is rewarded more fully in 
an essential way than he who receives one. In the same way, the wicked 
person who receives no external punishment is punished worse than 
he who does. For the punishment inherent in guilt itself is much 
worse than any punishment in the form of some harm or damage 
inflicted upon the guilty person. 11 

Pomponazzi further develops this idea in reply to another objection. 
It is true that religious teachers have supported the doctrine of im¬ 
mortality, but they have done so in order to induce ordinary people 
to lead a virtuous life. Yet persons of a higher moral disposition are 
attracted toward the virtues by the mere excellence of these virtues, and 
are repelled from the vices by the mere ugliness of these vices, and 
hence do not need the expectation of rewards or p unishm ents as an 
incentive. Rejecting the view that without a belief in immortality no 
moral standards could be maintained, Pomponazzi repeats that a vir¬ 
tuous action without the expectation of a reward is superior to one that 
aims at a reward, and concludes that those who assert that the soul is 
mortal seem to preserve the notion of virtue much better than those 
who assert that it is immortal. 12 

In other words, drawing on certain passages in Plato, and above all 
on the doctrine of the Stoics, Pomponazzi strongly expresses his con¬ 
viction that virtue is its own reward, and vice its own punishment. In 
thus stating that moral standards, as defined by the philosopher, do 
not depend on religious sanctions, he does not deny the validity of re¬ 
ligious beliefs, but asserts the autonomy of reason and philosophy, 
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anticipating to some extent the views of Spinoza and Kant. His views 
seem to me far superior to those contrary opinions that are often ex¬ 
pressed and propagated even in our days, and that usually go un¬ 
challenged. 

The last point brings us to a problem that concerns the final con¬ 
clusion of Pomponazzi’s treatise, and also the conclusion of his De fato. 
The statement made by many theological contemporaries of Pompo- 
nazzi, and by some modern historians, that he simply denied the im¬ 
mortality of the soul is obviously false. He merely says that the immor¬ 
tality of the soul cannot be demonstrated on purely natural grounds, 
or in accordance with Aristotle, but must be accepted as an article of 
faith. This position is widely, and somewhat crudely, referred to as 
the theory of the double truth. The term is inadequate, for neither 
Pomponazzi nor anybody else ever said that something is true in 
theology, and its very opposite true in philosophy. What Pomponazzi 
did say, and what many respectable thinkers said before and after him, 
is that one theory—for example, that of the immortality of the soul— 
is true according to faith, but that it cannot be demonstrated on the 
basis of mere reason, and that its opposite would seem to be supported 
by equally strong or even stronger probable arguments. 

Tins view has been called absurd by many modern historians, and 
ironically by some who actually take a similar position themselves, 
though perhaps on other issues and with different words, holding 
some ideas, such as creation, to be true in one context, and at least in¬ 
demonstrable in another. Yet the persistent charge made against Pom¬ 
ponazzi, and against many other medieval and Renaissance thinkers 
who took a simil ar position, has been that the so-called theory of the 
double truth is merely a hypocritical device to disguise their secret 
disbelief and avoid trouble with the Church authorities. Thus in saying 
that immortality cannot be demonstrated, and that mortality may be 
defended by strong rational arguments whereas immortality is to be 
held as an article of faith, Pomponazzi, according to these historians, 
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merely concealed his opinion that the soul was really mortal, and sub¬ 
stituted for it a formula that would protect him against ecclesiastic 
censure or punishment. 

The problem is as serious as it is delicate. We certainly are in no 
position to deny that a thinker of the past may have entertained 
thoughts and opinions which for one reason or another did not find 
expression in his writings, or that he may have put into writing views 
which he may not have seriously maintained in his innermost heart. 
This admission is quite legitimate as a counsel of modesty on the part 
of the historian, but it hardly entitles us to go one step further and 
assert in a positive way that a thinker held some specific views which 
he failed to express in his writings, or which are even in contrast with 
his expressed views. As a theologian of the eighteenth century said 
on this very matter, we must leave it to God to look into Pomponazzi’s 
heart and to see what his real opinion was. The human historian has 
no other basis but the written document, and the burden of proof, 
in history as before the law, rests with him who wants to prove some¬ 
thing that is contrary to the overt evidence. Neither innuendo nor the 
assertions made by unfriendly critics or extremist followers can be 
accepted as valid evidence in lieu of some original statement or testi¬ 
mony concerning the author’s view. 

According to this standard, we have no real grounds for maintain¬ 
ing that Pomponazzi was hypocritical. The position he takes in the 
treatise on the immortality of the soul is fundamentally retained in 
two lengthy works he composed afterwards in defense of the first 
treatise, and, with a few dubious exceptions, also in his questions and 
class lectures. He was attacked by some theologians, but defended by 
others, and his treatise was not condemned by the Church authorities. 
The general view that immortality could not be rationally demon¬ 
strated, if not all the specific opinions that Pomponazzi associated 
with it, was held also by Duns Scotus, and even by the leading Tho- 
mist of Pomponazzi’s time, Cardinal Cajetan. After the first excite- 
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ment had passed, Pomponazzi continued to teach at a university lo¬ 
cated within the papal states, had many clergymen among his students 
who apparently found no offense in what he said, and died peacefully 
as a widely respected scholar. The pupil who took his remains to his 
home town and erected a monument for him was Ercole Gonzaga, a 
later cardinal and president of the Council of Trent. If there is any 
presumptive evidence, it hardly favors the opinion that Pomponazzi 
was a secret disbeliever or atheist. 

Speaking more broadly, we may say that the so-called theory of the 
double truth is not satisfactory in a purely logical sense. Nevertheless, 
it is at least an apparent solution of a dilemma for those who perceive 
a conflict between faith and reason, and wish to hold on to both. For 
those who can dispense -with one or the other, the conflict ceases to 
exist, and the solution becomes superfluous. In the case of Pompo¬ 
nazzi, as in that of many other think ers, the theory makes perfect 
sense, if we do not take it as a hypocritical attack upon faith, but as 
a sincere attempt to defend the coexistence of faith and reason, or of 
theology and philosophy, and to emphasize the relative independence 
of reason and philosophy within their own domain. In this sense, the 
position must appear to retain some of its validity even at the present 
time. 

If we compare Pomponazzi’s position with that of Ficino, and 
focus our attention on the problem of immortality, which was central 
for both of them, the contrast is significant and instructive. In a way, 
both thinkers are rationalists. Yet Ficino bases his postulate of immor¬ 
tality on the appeal to an inner experience and knowledge that is inde¬ 
pendent of all corporeal influences, and that gives us evidence, even 
during the present life, of an incorporeal reality. In this he follows 
the Platonic tradition. Pomponazzi, on the other hand, denies the 
possibility of any human knowledge that would be completely inde¬ 
pendent of corporeal data, and it is for this reason that he can see no 
basis, on purely natural grounds, for assuming that our intellect is 
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separable or immortal. In this sense, Pomponazzi is a more radical 
empiricist than Averroes, and perhaps than Aristotle himself, and it 
is no coincidence that he falls back on Alexander of Aphrodisias, the 
most naturalistic and least Platonic of all commentators of Aristotle. 

Moreover, Ficino saw the dignity of man and the ultimate end of 
his existence in the contemplative life, and was driven to postulate 
the immortality of the soul in order to make this end attainable for a 
larger number of persons. Pomponazzi, by contrast, placed the ulti¬ 
mate end of life in moral action, which is attainable by most people 
during the present life, whereas contemplation is not. Since for him 
virtue is its own reward, no future reward is needed for its fulfillment, 
and the dignity of man can be realized during the present life. 

Ficino believed in the basic harmony between reason, that is, Pla¬ 
tonic reason, and Christian faith, and was convinced that the immor¬ 
tality of the soul and the other basic teachings of religion could be 
demonstrated or confirmed by philosophical argument. Pomponazzi 
saw a basic disagreement between natural or Aristotelian reason and 
Christian doctrine. He merely tried to follow reason and its argu¬ 
ments as far as they would lead him, but was quite willing to submit 
for a final decision of the truth to faith and authority. 

The contrast is significant, and it seems to disclose a genuine alterna¬ 
tive, given the different premises of both thinkers, and of their respec¬ 
tive philosophical traditions. I hope I have been able to show that each 
of them succeeded in developing a suggestive view of the world and 
of life, and, as it were, in making a good case for his own position. I 
shall not attempt to arbitrate between these two world views, which 
have been recurrent in one form or another throughout the history 
of Western thought, and each of which seems to reflect one of the 
basic experiences or options of which human nature and thought are 
capable. Let it be enough to say that both thinkers found very dignified 
formulations for their respective views, and met with the approval of 
many contemporaries and successors. Renaissance Aristotelianism 
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culminates as much in Pomponazzi as Renaissance Platonism had 
found its fullest expression in Ficino. 

Pomponazzi’s influence is not so easily traced as that of Ficino or 
Pico, but there is ample evidence to show that it was considerable. The 
school of Italian Aristotelianism to which he belonged flourished for 
another hundred years or more after his death, and within this tradi¬ 
tion his name remained famous, and his views on such questions as 
the immortality of the soul and the unity of the intellect continued to 
be cited and discussed, if not adopted. The posthumous publication 
of several of his writings later in the century also gives testimony to 
his continued fame. The number of manuscripts in which his lectures 
and questions were copied is quite large, as compared with most other 
professors of philosophy of the time, an indication of his popularity 
among his students; moreover, the considerable number of manu¬ 
scripts containing the De incantationibus and the De fato proves that 
these works circulated widely, although, or perhaps because, they 
were not published during the author’s lifetime. A few anecdotes 
associated with his name, as we find them in the biographies, short 
stories, and dialogues of the period, suggest that as a character he made 
some impression even on the larger public outside university circles. 
Obviously he was read by students and writers who did not belong 
to the Aristotelian tradition, and we may cite as an example the unfor¬ 
tunate Giulio Cesare Vanini, who seems to have used him as one of 
his favorite sources. 13 

During the seventeenth century, the Aristotelian school that had 
dominated the teaching of philosophy for such a long time finally 
lost its hold, especially in the field of natural philosophy, which was 
gradually replaced by the new mathematical physics of Galileo and 
his successors. For early modern physics did not develop out of 
nothing in the seventeenth century, as some historians seem to believe; 
it replaced Aristotelian physics, as a result of one of the most momen¬ 
tous revolutions that ever affected the history of thought, the academic 
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curriculum, and the classification of the sciences. Aristotelianism 
resisted much longer in the fields of logic, biology, and metaphysics, 
and it attained its greatest triumphs in the field of poetics during the 
same seventeenth century in which its physics suffered final defeat. 
Yet since physics was the center and stronghold of medieval and 
Renaissance Aristotelianism, especially in Italy, most of Pomponazzi’s 
specific teachings lost their immediate validity when the Aristotelian 
system within which he had developed his ideas came to be abandoned. 
Nevertheless, we may say that his view of the relation between natural 
reason and faith was capable of being reformulated in terms of the 
new physics, and that in certain instances this did in fact happen. 

Even greater importance may be attributed to another development. 
The seventeenth century, and even more the eighteenth, witnessed 
the rise and diffusion of free thought and overt atheism, especially in 
France, and some of the free thinkers who set out to discard faith and 
established religion came to consider the Aristotelian rationalists such 
as Pomponazzi as their forerunners and allies. Pomponazzi’s treatise 
on the immortality of the soul was praised by the free thinkers, and 
condemned by Catholic apologists, while moderate thinkers like Bayle 
tried to preserve a proper perspective. 14 Pomponazzi’s treatise was even 
reprinted in a clandestine edition with a false early date. We are 
reminded of the notorious book on the three impostors that was cited 
by many medieval and Renaissance authors, and attributed to many 
writers including Pomponazzi, but never existed until it was finally 
written in the eighteenth century and published with a false sixteenth- 
century imprint. 

This use to which the French Enlightenment put Pomponazzi and 
the other Italian Aristotelians has had a strong influence on modern 
historians of the school, beginning with Renan, whose book on Aver- 
roism celebrated its centenary about ten years ago. Again we must 
make a distinction. It is one thing to say that Pomponazzi and the 
Aristotelians held the same views as later free thinkers, and another to 
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state that they represent an earlier phase in a development that in one 
of its later phases was to produce the views held by the free thinkers. 
In the latter sense, Pomponazzi was a forerunner of the free thinkers; 
in the former sense, I am convinced, he was not. Hence we should not 
praise or blame him, depending on our own preferences and values, 
for being a free thinker, since we lack the factual basis for either 
judgment. Yet in a different sense we may praise or blame him, and 
I am inclined to praise him. He belongs to the long line of thinkers 
who have attempted to draw a clear line of distinction between reason 
and faith, philosophy and theology, and to establish the autonomy of 
reason and philosophy within their own domain, unassailable by the 
demands of any faith, or of any claim not based on reason. All those 
of us who have a stake in reason, that is, not merely in science, but in 
philosophy and any kind of knowledge, should be grateful for this 
attitude, and embrace it ourselves. If we have a faith that is not based 
on reason, we shall at least keep it apart, and not allow it to interfere 
with the dictates of reason. If we have no such faith, we can at least 
tolerate, outside the precincts of reason, the faith cherished by others, 
knowing that no inroads can be made upon the territory within which 
we feel at home. There are many faiths, and we may not share that 
of others, as others may not share ours, or we may not even share 
any faith whatsoever. But all men without exception may share in 
reason and its conquests, and it should be our common concern to 
extend its domain as far as we can, and not to accept any attempt to 
reduce it. Our life and our person are not made of reason alone, and 
the more we are aware of this fact, the better it is. But reason is the 
only tool we have for bringing a ray of light and order into the great, 
dark chaos from which we were born, into which we shall return, 
and by which we are surrounded on all sides. 
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The thinkers whom we shall discuss in the three remaining chapters 
were all active during the second half of the sixteenth century, and 
what separates them from those we have considered so far is not 
merely the passing of a few decades, but the emergence of a completely 
different intellectual atmosphere. The tradition of medieval thought, 
which was still felt very strongly in the fifteenth century and even at 
the beginning of the sixteenth, began to recede into the more distant 
background, and it was now the broad thought and learning of the 
early Renaissance itself which constituted the tradition by which the 
new generations of thinkers were shaped, and against which their 
immediate reactions were directed. 

Moreover, the sixteenth century witnessed an event, or rather a 
series of events, which effected one of the most profound changes and 
reorientations that have ever occurred in the history of European 
thought, and which may be considered the most important event of 
the whole period: the Reformation. Within a few decades, its reper¬ 
cussions were felt in all countries and regions of Europe, and affected 
all areas of European life and culture; its consequences have lasted up 
to this very day. No wonder that many historians have tended to start 
with the Reformation an entirely new period of European history, 
and to regard the beginning of the Reformation, or some slightly later 
event such as the sack of Rome, as the end of that Renaissance, which 
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found its characteristic expression in the fifteenth century and the 
early years of the sixteenth, but could not have developed in the cli¬ 
mate of the Reformation, and hence had to make room, after the 
advent of the Reformation, for different attitudes and modes of 
thought. 

Actually, the record of the hundred years or so following the Refor¬ 
mation looks grim enough for the cultural historian who is not merely 
satisfied with extolling the merits and victories of his favorite among 
the contesting religious parties, and we are sadly reminded of the 
ravages brought about by the national and ideological conflicts of our 
own time. The annals of Europe are full of foreign and civil wars 
caused by the religious dissensions of the sixteenth century. Religious 
opponents were persecuted everywhere without hesitation or mercy. 
They were imprisoned, tortured, and killed, or forced to recant under 
humiliating circumstances. Those who did not wish to submit, and 
managed to save their lives, had to flee from their homes into exile, 
and some of them were forced to move from one foreign country to 
another. Those who stayed at home and wished to remain undisturbed 
had to conform, at least outwardly, to whatever religious opinion the 
authorities of their country approved, and had to avoid in their con¬ 
duct, and especially in their writings, anything that might give offense 
or seem to smack of heresy. The record of Spain was especially somber. 
There was tolerance in Holland, and for a limited time in Poland, yet 
the cases of More and Servetus show that the Protestants were as cap¬ 
able of persecution as the Catholics, when they happened to be in 
power. Whatever our religious preferences may be, and however 
much we may respect and even admire Luther or Calvin or Ignatius 
of Loyola, as scholars and philosophers we cannot help sympathizing 
with Erasmus, who was trying to keep himself, and the cause of learn¬ 
ing, out of the violent turmoil of religious controversy. 

We may have reason to feel sympathy, not only with the victims, 
but also with the persecutors (who often acted in good faith, in a 
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sincere though wrong belief that they were doing their duty), and 
we may sometimes approve the views of the latter, and reject those of 
the former. Yet we cannot help being repelled by the spectacle of 
people being cruelly punished or executed for holding religious beliefs 
different from those of their rulers. A person must be punished for 
public crimes, for breaking the ordinary laws of his country and 
society. A religious community has the right to exclude from its ranks 
those who cease to share its basic beliefs. An established government, 
whatever its origin or nature, cannot help defending its institutions 
against those trying to overthrow it, although its moral right to do so 
will in the end be judged on the basis of whatever moral substance this 
government and its institutions possess, that is, on the basis of their 
accordance with a higher and more universal principle of morality. 
But as scholars and thinkers we must maintain (and unfortunately it 
is timely to say this again) that it is wrong to punish a person for his 
religious or philosophical or even political opinions alone. 

In the later sixteenth century, Italy was not directly involved in 
religious wars, but she had her sad share in religious persecution, and 
in the censorship and suppression of religious opinion. The Spanish 
Inquisition and the Congregation of the Index were firmly estab¬ 
lished, and the decrees of the Council of Trent were fully enforced 
and applied. Protestant sympathizers were imprisoned and executed, 
including more than one notable scholar. Others were forced into 
exile, and there is a sizable list of distinguished scholars who went to 
foreign countries on account of their religious opinions, especially to 
Switzerland, Germany, England, and Poland. Many others were 
forced to recant, or to submit their writings to censorship, and to make 
changes in their works before they were published; some (we do not 
know how many) anticipated such censorship, or kept entirely silent. 
This situation affected not only religious and theological opinions in 
the narrow sense of the words, but also those philosophical and scien¬ 
tific views that seemed to have a bearing on theology. Thus we find 
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many thinkers more or less seriously involved with the Inquisition, 
although they cannot be said to have been sympathetic to Protestant¬ 
ism, or interested in the problems that stood at the center of the reli¬ 
gious controversies. This is true of Patrizi as well as of Campanella, 
Cremonini, and Galileo, not to mention the tragic case of Bruno, as 
we shall see in the last chapter. 

Yet after all this has been said, we must be careful to avoid certain 
exaggerated conclusions that have been drawn by many historians. 
It simply is not true that the position of an Erasmus became completely 
hopeless, say, after 1525, or that independent thought and scholarship 
became impossible after the Reformation. Actually, the tradition of 
humanist scholarship continued unimpaired, and perhaps there was 
more independent philosophical speculation after the Reformation 
than there had been during the earlier Renaissance. 

The explanation for these facts is very simple. Human thought and 
knowledge have many compartments and extend into many dimen¬ 
sions. The totalitarian claim of theological orthodoxy, if it was ever 
made, could no more be enforced than that of political orthodoxy 
today. There was and is a large territory of philosophical thought, 
science, and scholarship that is theologically and politically neutral, 
and that has always been cultivated by persons of diverse religious 
and political allegiances. There is such a thing as the autonomy of 
culture, and it has always been the task and duty of scholars to defend 
this territory against the deeper inroads of religious and political influ¬ 
ences, whereas the outer fringes of the territory are always open to 
these influences. I hope I have made it clear that I am far from under¬ 
estimating the impact of the Reformation on the intellectual life of the 
later sixteenth century, but also that I consider it possible to study the 
history of scholarship, science, and philosophy during that period apart 
from its religious and political developments. 

The thinkers with whom we shall deal in these remaining chapters 
are usually referred to, along with a number of other thinkers in Italy 
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and elsewhere, as the Renaissance philosophers of nature; they are 
considered a group by themselves, different from the humanists, Pla- 
tonists, and Aristotelians discussed so far. The label suggests that the 
central interest of these men was in natural philosophy and cosmology, 
as that of the early humanist thinkers had been in ethics. Yet what 
distinguished the philosophers of nature from the Platonists and 
Aristotelians of their time, or of the preceding generations, was not so 
much the broad subject matter of their thought as their endeavor and 
claim to explore the principles of nature in an original and inde¬ 
pendent way, rather than within the framework of an established 
tradition and authority. They tried to formulate novel theories, and 
were proud to free themselves from the ancient philosophical authori¬ 
ties, especially from Aristotle, who had dominated philosophical 
speculation, and in particular natural philosophy, for the past several 
centuries. This claim appears in their polemics and in their prefaces, 
and at times in the very titles of their works. 

In the face of a well-established tradition, this attitude shows consid¬ 
erable courage and even boldness. What was involved we may see in 
the case of Cardano, who thought it was one of his main achievements 
that he had reduced the traditional scheme of the four elements to 
three by denying to the element of fire its customary status . 1 The quest 
for originality reflects a conviction which began to develop at this 
time, and which was to reach much larger dimensions in the seven¬ 
teenth century, namely, that it was possible for the moderns to make 
new discoveries and to attain knowledge that had not been accessible 
to the ancients . 2 The sixteenth century actually witnessed in mathe¬ 
matics and astronomy, anatomy and botany, the first tangible advances 
beyond the ancients, and the invention of printing as well as the dis¬ 
covery of America began to be used as arguments for the superiority 
of the moderns. 

As might be expected, the new philosophers of nature were not so 
original or so independent of ancient authorities as they claimed to 
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be, just as the professed Platonists or Aristotelians, for that matter, 
were not such faithful followers of their ancient authorities as they 
believed themselves to be. In the philosophers of nature, we shall en¬ 
counter more than once reflections of Aristotelian, Platonist, and other 
ancient, medieval, or humanist ideas that are not merely undigested 
residuals of an obsolete tradition, but quite essential ingredients of 
the new thought. Yet the attitude remains significant, and it is for 
their independent outlook as much as for their particular theories that 
the philosophers of nature have often been hailed as forerunners of 
modern philosophy and science. 

What separates them from the early modern scientists, and from 
the philosophers of the seventeenth century who took the new science 
as their premise, is their failure to find a firm and valid method of 
natural inquiry, and especially to understand the fundamental im¬ 
portance of mathematics for such a method. It was for this reason, 
rather than on account of the dead weight of obsolete traditions, that 
their brilliant and impressive constructions remained more or less iso¬ 
lated, and failed to gain a wide following or to affect the university 
teaching of natural philosophy, which remained firmly under the 
control of the Aristotelians. The Aristotelian tradition of natural 
philosophy was not overthrown by the outside attacks of the humanists 
or Platonists, nor by the suggestive theories of the natural philosophers. 
It yielded only in and after the seventeenth century, when the new 
science of Galileo and his successors was able to deal with its subject 
matter on the basis of a firmly established and superior method. 

Bernardino Telesio was not the earliest of the independent natural 
philosophers of the sixteenth century. He was preceded in Italy by 
the humanist Girolamo Fracastoro and the polyhistor Girolamo Car¬ 
dano, and in Germany by the physician and occultist Theophrastus 
Paracelsus, to mention but a few of the more famous names. I have 
chosen to treat Telesio in preference to these others because his thought 
is distinguished by a certain measure of clarity and coherence, and 
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because some of his ideas anticipate important aspects of later philos¬ 
ophy. 

Telesio was born in Cosenza in 1509, and in a sense he opens the 
long line of philosophers through which the South of Italy has asserted 
its Greek heritage, a line that links him with Bruno and Campanella, 
with Vico in the eighteenth century, and with Croce and Gentile in 
our own time. Telesio was educated in Milan and Rome by his uncle, 
the humanist Antonio Telesio, and studied philosophy and mathe¬ 
matics at the university of Padua, where he obtained his doctorate in 
1535. He seems to have spent the next few years in a monastery in 
Calabria, occupied with his studies and thoughts, which began to 
move away from the Aristotelian tradition of his upbringing. He mar¬ 
ried in 1553 and had four children; his wife died in 1561. After many 
hesitations, he published the first edition of his main work, De rerum 
natura iuxta propria principia, in Naples in 1565. This edition is 
divided into two books, which correspond to the first four books of 
the final version. In 1570, he published a slightly revised second edi¬ 
tion, adding several shorter treatises on specific questions of natural 
philosophy. After he had received a certain amount of recognition 
from several philosophers in northern and central Italy, he finally 
published a third and much enlarged edition of the work in 1586. 
This edition is divided into nine books, and it forms the basis of the 
modern critical edition. Shortly afterwards, Telesio was deeply shaken 
by the tragic death of one of his sons, and he died in Cosenza in 1588. 
A number of his shorter works were published posthumously in 1590. 

Telesio never taught at a university, although he received at least 
one offer from Rome. However, in his home town Cosenza, in which 
he spent a large part of his later years except for several long visits to 
Naples, he founded after the custom of the period an Academy, 
the Accademia Cosentina, dedicated to the study of natural philosophy 
according to his principles and methods. He seems to have done a 
certain amount of teaching here; in any case, he had several pupils, 
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and the Academy continued its activities for a certain number of years 
after his death. 

In discussing Telesio’s thought, it will be best to give a short sum¬ 
mary of his main work, De rerum nature drawing upon the definitive 
third edition, which is by far the most complete. In his Preface, Telesio 
rejects Aristotle’s doctrine as being in conflict with the senses, with 
itself, and with Scripture, and claims that his own doctrine is free 
from these defects. 8 In the Introduction to the first book, he insists 
again that unlike his predecessors, who merely followed their own 
inventions, he has followed nothing but sense perception and nature, 
but adds that he is willing to subordinate even the testimony of the 
senses to the authority of Scripture and the Catholic Church. 4 

He then proceeds to expound the principles of his natural philos¬ 
ophy, and posits heat and cold as the two active principles of all things, 
with matter as a third, passive, principle. Heaven, and especially the 
sun, represents the principle of heat, and the earth the principle of 
cold, and out of their cooperation all other things are generated 

Having developed and applied these principles in some detail, 
Telesio concludes the first book of his work with an interesting treat¬ 
ment of space and time (I, 25-29). Using the water clock and other 
observable phenomena as examples, Telesio argues against Aristotle 
that an empty space is possible, and defines space as something that 
is capable of containing bodies, and distinct from the bodies which it 
contains (I, 25). This space is without motion, identical throughout, 
can exist without bodies, and is that in which all beings are located. 
In defending this view, Telesio appeals to the testimony of the senses 
against the reasons of Aristotle. Similarly, he argues against Aristotle 
that time is not dependent on motion, and that all motion presupposes 
time and occurs within time (1,29). 

Having set forth his own position, Telesio examines and refutes the 
views of the earlier philosophers, in particular Aristotle and his fol- 
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lowers, whom he considers superior to all others in this branch of 
philosophy. The critique of Aristotelianism occupies the next three 
books, and this is the section with which the work was concluded in 
its first two editions. 

Evidently the doctrine summarized so far constitutes the earliest 
core of Telesio’s philosophy, and the theories set forth in the later 
books were written up, if not conceived, at a later stage of his develop¬ 
ment. Broadly speaking, we may say that the first four books deal 
with cosmology, and the last five books with biological, and especially 
psychological, questions. The entire discussion hinges on a funda¬ 
mental distinction introduced by Telesio in the fifth book and main¬ 
tained throughout the remainder of the work (V, 2). 

According to this distinction, there are two different souls in man. 
Telesio calls the first of them the spirit produced from the seed, and 
the second the soul infused by God. The first, the spirit, as we shall 
call it for short, is also found in animals and even in plants. It is a 
kind of tenuous, subtle body, and must be regarded not merely as the 
form of the body, as Aristotle believed, but rather as a thing existing 
by itself. It is located primarily in the brain, but from there it is dif¬ 
fused through the entire body. An animal thus consists of spirit and 
body as of two distinct and diverse things, and the spirit is enclosed 
in the body as in a cover or organ. Now the first function of the spirit, 
we are told in Book VII, is sensation, and hence sensation is attributed 
to all things on account of the spirit. The spirit has sensation because 
it is acted upon and changed by external things, and is aware of these 
changes and passions that affect it. Thus the spirit perceives external 
things insofar as it senses its own changes and passions, which are in 
turn caused by those external things (VII, 2). 

The effect of external things upon the spirit consists in expansion 
or in contraction, and these impulses may be conducive to the preser¬ 
vation or the corruption of the spirit. Hence sensation is immediately 
accompanied by pleasure or pain, since pleasure is nothing but the 
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sense of preservation, and pain nothing but the sense of corruption 

(VII, 3). 

All sensation is ultimately derived from the sense of touch (VII, 8). 
With this principle in mind, Telesio discusses in Book VIII the various 
forms of knowledge. The spirit perceives all things, he repeats, because 
it is acted upon and moved by all things, and thus it also perceives 
their similarity and dissimilarity. By perceiving objects as being identi¬ 
cal or different, the spirit arrives at universal concepts (VIII, i). For 
the spirit possesses, besides sensation, the faculty of memory or reten¬ 
tion (VIII, 2). Now all knowledge consists in passing from that which 
is completely known to that which is known only in part. When rea¬ 
son posits anything, it does so on the basis of a similarity with things 
perceived, and it rejects whatever is in contrast with its perceptions. 
Thus the basis of all intellectual knowledge is a similarity perceived 
by the senses. 5 Intellectual knowledge is hence derived from sense per¬ 
ception, and is less perfect than the latter (VIII, 3). Even geometry is 
based on sense perception (VIII, 4), and mathematical conclusions 
are inferior to those of natural philosophy (VIII, 5). Since our thought 
is subject to fatigue, error, and forgetfulness, this proves that it is 
performed with the cooperation of the spirit, which is subject to such 
defects, even though the higher soul may also be involved. Pure 
thought, without the cooperation of the spirit, will be possible only 
in a future life (VIII, 6). All our knowledge, insofar as it is related to 
natural objects and derived from them, is thus based on perception 
and on the similarity of its objects (VIII, 7). This knowledge and this 
reason, since they are related to perception, are also shared by the 
animals (VIII, 14). 

On the other hand, man possesses a higher soul, which is created by 
God and infused into his body, in particular into his spirit, and this 
soul possesses a different faculty of thinking that is peculiar to it. Thus 
man has two souls, one divine and immortal, the other corporeal and 
mortal. Consequently, man has a twofold desire and a twofold intel- 
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lect. One intellect perceives things divine, belongs to the infused soul, 
and is peculiar to man. The other intellect perceives sense objects, 
belongs to the spirit, and is possessed also by the animals. We might 
better reserve the name “intellect” for the former, and call the latter 
the faculty of knowing and remembering. On account of his twofold 
desire, man possesses free will, which is not shared by the animals 
(VIII, 15). The intellect of the infused soul is incorporeal and has no 
corporeal instrument; it is merely passive and potential in relation to 
its objects. It receives the forms of its objects, and it is related to intel¬ 
ligible things in the same way that perception is related to sense 
objects (VIII, 19). 

After this digression on the infused soul, which is mainly contained 
in Book VIII, Telesio returns to the spirit, and tries to build upon it 
a detailed theory of the passions, and of the virtues and vices. Differ¬ 
ences in intelligence and moral character among human beings are 
attributed to the differences in their spirits with respect to warmth, 
subtlety, and purity (VIII, 35-36). The spirit is ruled by the principle 
of self-preservation (IX, 3), and pleasure is nothing but the sense of 
this preservation, as we have already seen. Our passions and emotions 
reflect the changes to which our spirit is exposed, and the self-preserva¬ 
tion of the spirit constitutes the measure of these emotions. Moderate 
emotions constitute virtue, since they correspond to favorable impulses 
received by the spirit that are conducive to its preservation, whereas 
immoderate emotions constitute vice, since they correspond to harm¬ 
ful impulses conducive to the corruption of the spirit (IX, 4). Telesio 
concludes his work with a detailed discussion of particular virtues and 
vices on the basis of these principles. 

I have intentionally refrained from interrupting this summary of 
Telesio’s system with my own comments in order to convey its appar¬ 
ent force and coherence. However, if we examine these ideas more 
closely, a number of problems become evident. So far as Telesio’s rela¬ 
tion to Aristotle is concerned, we must admit that he shows consider- 
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able independence, both in his own theories and in his detailed criti¬ 
cism of Aristode’s views, and this independence is the more valuable 
since it is based not on ignorance, but on a thorough knowledge of 
the Aristotelian writings, and is accompanied by a genuine respect for 
the relative merits of Aristotelianism. 6 The only other sources that 
Telesio quotes at any length seem to be the medical authorities, Hip¬ 
pocrates and Galen, and this suggests that he probably studied medi¬ 
cine at Padua, as well as philosophy and mathematics, though he did 
not attain a degree in this subject. From these and later medical 
authorities he evidently drew his detailed notions of the human body, 
its parts and functions, as they appear in the physiological sections of 
his work. 

His concept of the spirit as a subtle body is likewise indebted to the 
medical tradition, and probably also to the Stoic concept of pneuma, 
which could have been known to him from a variety of ancient 
sources. The attempt to treat pleasure and pain as primary feelings 
closely linked with sensation is reminiscent of Epicurus; yet Telesio 
does not seem to link virtue directly with pleasure, but relates them 
both to the principle of self-preservation, which has its closest counter¬ 
part again in the Stoics. His extreme sensationalism, which treats per¬ 
ception as the only basis of knowledge, may also be compared with 
Stoic and Epicurean ideas, whereas the more detailed attempt to de¬ 
rive universals from the perceived similarities between sense objects 
reflects the views of his older contemporary Fracastoro. The accep¬ 
tance of heat, cold, and matter as principles of the physical world has 
no exact counterpart in pre-Socratic thought, as one might think at 
first glance. It is, rather, a more specific version of the triad of matter, 
form, and privation that appears in Aristotle’s Physics (1,7), whereas 
the distinction between active and passive principles again sounds 
Stoic. 

Finally, the distinction between the two souls and their correspond¬ 
ing faculties of knowing and desiring is distinctly Neoplatonic, and 
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may also be indebted to Ficino, although the manner in which Telesio 
distributes our faculties between the two souls does not precisely cor¬ 
respond to the views of these predecessors. When he calls the higher 
soul infused or created, he obviously borrows from theology, but 
otherwise there are few traces of specific theological doctrines in his 
philosophy, except for the submission to the Church expressed in his 
Introduction. 

These apparent borrowings from various sources certainly should 
not be overlooked, but one’s final impression is that in transforming 
and combining these ideas, and in formulating some important new 
ones, Telesio was remarkably original. In his cosmology, the role as¬ 
signed to heat, cold, and matter is chiefly of historical interest, since it 
is one of the first serious attempts to replace Aristotle’s natural philoso¬ 
phy. We may give him credit, too, for apparently doing away with the 
sharp distinction between celestial and terrestrial phenomena, which 
was one of the chief weaknesses of the Aristotelian system. Of greater 
significance are his theories of the void, and of space and time. His 
assertion of an empty space was in a sense a return to the position of 
the ancient atomists, which Aristotle had tried to refute; this position 
must have been known to Telesio, from Lucretius and also from 
Aristotle himself, but the evidence on which he based himself was 
partly new and, so to speak, experimental. 

Still more important is his theory of space and time. Whereas Aris¬ 
totle had defined time as the number or measure of motion, thus 
making it dependent on motion, Telesio regards time as independent 
of, and prior to, motion, like an empty receptacle. He thus moves a 
long step away from Aristotle in the direction of Newton’s absolute 
time. 

In die case of space, the change in conception is even more inter¬ 
esting. The Greek term “topos,” which we often translate as space, has 
the primary meaning of place, and Aristotle’s theory that the “topos” 
of the contained body is the limit or border of its containing body 
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makes much better sense when we translate “topos” as place rather 
than space. Telesio seems to be aware of this ambiguity, for he uses 
not only the term “locus,” which had been the standard Latin transla¬ 
tion of Aristotle’s “topos,” but also “spatium,” which is much more 
appropriate for his own notion of an empty space in which all bodies 
are contained. Thus he again moves away from Aristotle in the direc¬ 
tion of Newton’s absolute space; but, more than this, I am tempted to 
believe that it was Telesio himself who gave terminological precision 
to the word “spatium” (space) and substituted it for “locus,” a usage 
for which I do not know any earlier clear instances (although I may 
just be ignorant of them). 7 This would tend to confirm once more 
the principle that seems to be often valid in the history of ideas and of 
terms, namely that a specific term is usually coined within the con¬ 
text of a system in which the idea expressed by that term is for the 
first time conceived, and in which the need for such a term arises for 
the first time and with a kind of necessity. It also illustrates the way 
in which the specific meanings of ordinary English terms are not 
always rooted in present usage, as it is fixed in dictionaries of the 
twentieth century, but frequently in the quite extraordinary thought 
and language of past philosophers who expressed themselves in extra¬ 
ordinary Greek or Latin terms, which in the course of the centuries 
filtered down and were transformed into the ordinary terms of Eng¬ 
lish, French, or German, or of any other modern language spoken by 
a people that had the privilege of inheriting some of its thoughts and 
words from the Greek philosophers of antiquity, and from the Latin 
philosophers of medieval and early modern times. 

We may also give Telesio credit for treating space and time as a 
pair of concepts that belong together, that must be discussed in an 
analogous fashion, and that are somehow distinct in status from all 
other groups of ideas. Aristotle, to be sure, treats both place and time 
in his Physics, but he does not treat the two concepts along completely 
parallel lines. In the fourth book of the Physics, the discussion of place 
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and that of time are separated by a discussion of the void, which is not 
treated merely as a part of the section on place. 8 In giving a special 
status to space and time, Telesio again anticipates Newton, and in this 
instance also Leibniz and Kant. 

Finally, a significant contribution is Telesio’s radical theory of 
knowledge, which reduces everything to sense perception. His attempt 
to derive even reason and its universal concepts from sensation had its 
precedents, as we have seen, but it is far more consistently developed, 
and it may very well be considered as a source and precedent for 
Francis Bacon and the British Empiricists. Bacon knew Telesio’s work, 
and he criticized it rather sharply, both for its specific ideas and for 
its supposed failure to apply its professed criterion of sense perception. 
Yet when Bacon called Telesio “the first of the moderns,” he must 
have thought of his emphasis on sense perception, and of his inde¬ 
pendence from Aristotle, and must have considered him in these 
respects to be his own predecessor. 9 

Telesio’s notion that sensation originally belongs to the spirit, a 
material entity, does not seem satisfactory, since it begs the question 
how sensation, or consciousness, can be derived from a material being. 
It was in a sense a return to the hylozoism of the pre-Socratics, or to 
the materialism of the Stoics, whose pneuma Telesio’s spirit resembles 
in so many ways. Presumably he found the notion helpful because 
it simplified his scheme of natural principles, and permitted him to 
link much of his epistemology, psychology, and ethics with his physi¬ 
cal theories. This notion was taken up and further developed by a 
famous disciple of his, Campanella, who at least in his early period 
maintained that all matter is immediately endowed with sensation. 10 

Telesio’s doctrine of the two souls has puzzled many of his inter¬ 
preters, for his introduction of the higher soul seems to break the 
continuity and coherence of his otherwise naturalistic system, and to 
add to it conceptions of Platonist and theological origin that appear 
to be hardly compatible with the rest of his thought. As usual, some 
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historians have argued that Telesio was not sincere in making this 
addition, but merely tried to appease possible theological critics and 
opponents. The fear of the Inquisition was no doubt a more serious 
factor in Telesio’s time than it had been a century before, or even for 
Pomponazzi, yet I can see no real evidence for the view that the doc¬ 
trine of the higher soul was not seriously stated and endorsed by 
Telesio. Even if we assume that he felt he had to make a concession, 
we may wonder why he made so few others. For an unfriendly critic, 
the work as it stands contains plenty of objectionable statements whose 
significance is by no means diminished by this supposed concession. I 
see no difficulty in assuming that Telesio was a good Catholic, and that 
he found it necessary to posit a higher soul, besides the spirit, in order 
to establish that the human soul was immortal and related to God. 
We must also note that he distributed our functions between the two 
souls in a very specific manner which differed from the views of all 
his predecessors, so far as I can see. For he assigns to the lower soul not 
only our biological functions, sense perception, and memory, but also 
our reasoning and cognitive faculty insofar as it is concerned with 
natural objects. The knowledge of intelligible or divine objects is not 
related to sensation, and hence belongs not to the spirit, but to the 
higher soul. When Telesio says that a pure knowledge of divine objects 
will be possible only in the afterlife, and that in the present life the 
higher soul, if it thinks in us, does so only with the cooperation of the 
spirit, I should not infer that he actually denies the possibility of an 
impure knowledge of the divine during the present life. Yet even if 
we regret the addition of the doctrine of the higher soul, we must still 
be surprised at the length to which he was able to go in extending the 
limits of his naturalistic principles. 

To assess Telesio’s influence and historical significance, we must 
repeat and supplement some of the remarks we have made already. 
Through his writings and his Academy, Telesio aroused the attention, 
and gained the respect, of many contemporaries, and we find him 
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cited and criticized by such important thinkers as Patrizi 11 and Bacon. 
He also had a small number of later pupils and followers, notably the 
young Campanella (1568-1639), who spent the last years of his life 
in France and acquired a very wide reputation, both through the 
vicissitudes of his life and through his extensive literary production. 
Finally, in some of his characteristic theories, Telesio appears as a 
direct or indirect forerunner of Newton and Locke. To be called a fore¬ 
runner of some great modern thinker is no longer the unadulterated 
praise it used to be, and there may even be some irony to it. As long as 
historians were convinced that modern thought and civilization fol¬ 
lowed a continuous curve of steady progress, to be called the forerun¬ 
ner of some later thinker was the greatest honor that could be bestowed 
upon a philosopher of the past. He was taken out of the regrettable 
backwardness of his own time and elevated to the company of a more 
advanced and enlightened century. Our cynical age, however, has lost 
this happy faith in continuous and, as it were, inevitable progress. 
The only inevitable progress seems to be technological, and even that 
appears at times to be a mixed blessing. All other progress must be 
gained by hard effort, and sometimes by fighting; if it is attained, it 
is dearly paid for, and even then it may easily be lost again. 

This doubt about continuous progress applies particularly to the 
history of philosophy. For instance, I happen not to consider Locke 
the ultimate authority in philosophy or epistemology, although I do 
respect his work and his person, and therefore I should not consider 
it such high praise for Telesio to be called his precursor. To have been 
a precursor of Kant or Hegel would get a much higher score with me, 
and some of my colleagues may have still different tastes and prefer¬ 
ences. Even natural science has its changes and revolutions, and what 
seemed to be the last word a little while ago, suddenly appears anti¬ 
quated, and makes room for a quite different conception. As long as 
Newton’s notions of space and time were generally accepted, it cer¬ 
tainly appeared high praise for Telesio to be described as his fore- 
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runner; now that Newton’s conceptions have been replaced by those 
of Einstein and others, the description would seem to have lost much 
of its merit. Historians ought to be more careful in holding up a 
thinker of the past as a forerunner of the latest fashion in philosophy 
or in science; this will not benefit him tomorrow, when these systems 
have themselves become a matter of the past, and quite different ones 
are the order of the day. 

However, in the case of Telesio and Newton, I am of a somewhat 
different opinion. It is true that Newton has been superseded by Ein¬ 
stein, but this does not mean that Newton has suddenly become all 
wrong, or that Aristotle has suddenly become a forerunner of Einstein, 
or scored, as it were, a belated victory over Newton. Natural science is 
making steady progress, for it accumulates its evidence, and each 
theory marks a progress over its predecessor insofar as it accounts in 
a more satisfactory way for all the evidence that is available at the time 
it is formulated. The external similarity between different theories 
does not really matter. What matters is the amount of empirical and 
rational evidence on which the respective theory is based. Aristotle’s 
physics was respectable for its time and sufficient for many subsequent 
centuries. When it failed to satisfy the evidence available in the seven¬ 
teenth century, it was superseded, for good, by the physics of Galileo 
and Newton. In the same way, Newton’s physics has been superseded 
by that of the twentieth century because it failed to account for the 
additional evidence which had become available. This does not give 
any merit or comfort to Aristotle, whose knowledge of physics was 
much less than Newton’s, and whose system has by no means been 
revived, although a few of its tenets may have some remote or super¬ 
ficial resemblances with present-day physics. 

Thus after all, it may be a praise for Telesio to be called a predeces¬ 
sor of Newton, especially since he did discover some of the weaknesses 
of the Aristotelian physics, and since he may have exerted at least an 
indirect influence on Newton. Yet I think it is still higher praise 

108 



Telesio 


when we say of Telesio that he was a respectable thinker in his own 
right, who deserves our admiration for the honesty and originality 
of his effort, and who managed to give one of the typical and recur¬ 
rent philosophical positions a novel, and in a sense classical, formu¬ 
lation. 



7 


P atrizi 


Francesco Patrizi was twenty years younger than Telesio, but he died 
not very long after him, before the end of the sixteenth century, and 
may therefore be regarded as his contemporary. The two thinkers 
were apparently engaged in a friendly correspondence, for we have 
a letter from Patrizi to Telesio in which he formulates an acute criti¬ 
cism of the latter’s philosophical principles. 1 We may also say of Pa¬ 
trizi, as of Telesio, that he attempted to develop a systematic explana¬ 
tion of the physical universe, and to do so in a new and original way, 
independent of, and contrary to, the Aristotelian tradition. It is sig¬ 
nificant that his chief work is entitled “A New Philosophy of the 
Universe” (Nova de universis philosophia, 1591). So there are good 
reasons for grouping Patrizi, along with Telesio and a number of 
other Italian and European thinkers of the sixteenth century, among 
the Renaissance philosophers of nature, who were unattached to the 
classical traditions of Western thought and prepared the way for the 
new science and the new philosophy of the seventeenth century and 
modern times. 

However, when we pass from the writings and ideas of Telesio to 
those of Patrizi, we find ourselves in a completely different world. It 
is not merely that their opinions on specific problems differ widely, 
but that their premises, their problems and the emphasis they place 
on different areas of thought and knowledge are miles apart. The 
philosophers of nature, unlike the humanists and Aristotelians, and 
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even unlike the Platonists, did not form a unified group or school in 
which a variety of ideas or interests would be possible, but which 
would always be held together by a common institutional or doctrinal 
tradition. The lack of such a tradition, and the quest for novel and 
original approaches and solutions, led to a much greater variety and 
discontinuity in ideas and systems among the philosophers of nature 
than we have encountered among the representatives of the other 
schools, in spite of a broad affinity that we may discover in their themes 
and aspirations, and perhaps in the style of their thinking. 

From another point of view, this diversity among the philosophers 
of nature is connected with the place philosophy occupies within the 
intellectual globe. Philosophy is no doubt comprehensive and univer¬ 
sal in its scope and aspirations, but its attachment to other branches 
of thought and knowledge, and the relative importance it attributes 
to them, varies greatly among different schools and at different 
periods. It makes a great deal of difference whether philosophers are 
concerned primarily with religion and theology, or with the sciences, 
or with art and literature, or with historical knowledge, and even 
whether their concern with the sciences is centered upon mathematics 
or physics or biology. The preoccupation with these non-philosophical 
areas of thought will determine in the case of each philosopher, not 
only his general orientation, but the relative importance he gives in 
his system to the various philosophical disciplines. 

We have seen that the humanists were oriented toward literature 
and classical studies, and cultivated among the philosophical dis¬ 
ciplines primarily, if not exclusively, the field of ethics. The Aris¬ 
totelians were mainly concerned with physics, biology, and medicine, 
and hence they concentrated on the field of natural philosophy, which 
was still considered a part of philosophy rather than a special science. 
Our philosophers of nature, in spite of their name, were not limited 
in their interests to the natural philosophy of the Aristotelians, or to 
what was to become the physics of the moderns, although they deal 
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in part with analogous problems and stand historically halfway be¬ 
tween these two traditions. They differ among each other even in this 
general intellectual orientation. Telesio was primarily a student of 
the physical and biological sciences, to which his ideas on ethics and 
epistemology seem to be subordinated, and in this broad sense he 
belongs to the Aristotelian tradition in which he was brought up, and 
from which he inherited his problems and themes, although he was 
to abandon and to criticize most of the specific solutions and theories 
it offered. Patrizi, by contrast, does not share this primary interest in 
physics, biology, and medicine, or the corresponding attachment, 
negative though it was, to the Aristotelian tradition. His outside inter¬ 
ests are on the one hand literary and classical, and on the other mathe¬ 
matical. These different interests, and their rather unusual combina¬ 
tion, go a long way to explain his different historical attachments, 
which are humanist and Platonist rather than Aristotelian, and the 
different style and emphasis of his system, even at those points where 
he does try to answer the problems of natural philosophy. Fracastoro 
was a humanist and a physician, Cardano a physician and a mathe¬ 
matician, Paracelsus a physician and an alchemist, Bruno a literary 
writer, a natural philosopher, and a metaphysician (but hardly a 
mathematician), and Campanella, among many other things, a theolo¬ 
gian and a political thinker. 

In other words, the Renaissance philosophers of nature differ among 
each other, not only in their opinions but also in the structure and 
orientation of their thought, much more widely than is ordinarily 
the case within a single school or group of philosophers. Finally, com¬ 
pared with the humanists and Aristotelians, and even with the Pla- 
tonists of the Renaissance period, they represent a rather small group 
of more or less isolated figures. None of them, not even Telesio, had a 
large following. The prominent place they occupy in Renaissance 
thought does not depend on their number, or the number of their 
pupils, but on the intrinsic quality of their contribution, the influence 
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they had on later thought, and their historical place as harbingers, if 
not predecessors in the strict sense, of early modern science and phi¬ 
losophy. 

Francesco Patrizi was born in 1529 at Cherso in Istria, near Trieste. 
He studied at Ingolstadt, and from 1547 to 1554 at Padua, apparently 
philosophy and the humanities. For the years after 1550, the details of 
his life are not known too well. He served several Venetian noblemen 
as a secretary and administrator, and must have spent many years in 
Venice, where a number of his writings were published between 1553 
and 1572. His affairs took him repeatedly to Cyprus, and perhaps to 
other parts of the Greek-speaking world, and it is in this period 
that he must have acquired the mastery of the Greek language that 
distinguished him during his later years. Afterwards, probably in the 
1570’s, he spent some time in Spain, where he sold many of his Greek 
manuscripts to King Philip II. After his return from Spain, he stayed 
for some time in Modena and Ferrara. In 1578, Duke Alfonso II ap¬ 
pointed him professor of Platonic philosophy at the University of 
Ferrara, a position especially created for him upon his request. He 
held this chair for many years, lecturing on Plato’s Republic and on 
Platonic philosophy in general. In 1592, he was called by Pope Clement 
VIII to the University of Rome, again as professor of Platonic phi¬ 
losophy, and there he lectured mainly on the Timaeus . During the fol¬ 
lowing years, he planned to republish his major work, and defended 
his views before the Congregation of the Index, which insisted on a 
number of changes and finally condemned the work. He died in 
1597, before he had attained his goal of having a new version ap¬ 
proved. 

Patrizi’s numerous published writings show a great variety of inter¬ 
ests. He wrote a poem in Italian, annotated the poems of Luca Contile, 
and edited Girolamo Ruscelli’s book on devices ( imprese ). An anony¬ 
mous Italian version of a collection of fables, originally composed in 
India but translated from the Greek, must probably be attributed to 

113 



P atrizi 


him. 2 He gave a lecture on a sonnet of Petrarch, and became involved 
in the literary controversies of his time, publishing a pamphlet in 
favor of Ariosto, 8 and replying to the criticism directed against him by 
Torquato Tasso and Jacopo Mazzoni. These writings, as well as his 
Italian dialogue on honor, correspond to the intellectual interests of 
the literary Academies of the period, as does the recently published, 
fragmentary dialogue on the philosophy of love, which is much less 
“Platonic” than one might have expected. 4 He also composed in Ital¬ 
ian two antiquarian works dealing with the military art of the 
Romans. 

Patrizi’s treatises on poetics, rhetoric, and the art of history obviously 
belong together, for the three subjects were linked in the theoretical 
literature of the sixteenth century, and already before then in the 
program of the studia humanitatis, although the humanists did not 
produce many separate treatises on these subjects, with the exception 
of rhetoric. Patrizi’s “Art of History” (Della historia, 1560) is inter¬ 
esting as a contribution to a genre that was still fairly new at the time, 
and that may be considered as the first beginning of later literature on 
the methodology and philosophy of history. 5 The most famous and 
influential author to write on this subject in the sixteenth century was 
Jean Bodin, whose treatise was published several years after that of 
Patrizi (1566). Most important is Patrizi’s Poetics, of which he pub¬ 
lished only two sections (Della poetica, 1586), five more remaining 
in manuscript. This work, which is composed in dialogue form, occu¬ 
pies a special position in the voluminous literature on the subject that 
was produced in sixteenth-century Italy.* For Patrizi carries his anti- 
Aristotelian bias into a field which had been dominated by Aristotle’s 
Poetics for several decades, and which was still to be dominated by it 
far into the seventeenth and eighteenth century, not to speak of the 
attempted revival in our own time, often referred to as the Chicago 
school of criticism. Patrizi’s aim was to dethrone Aristotle and to con¬ 
struct another poetics that was partly original and partly based on 
Plato, an attempt that has not yet been sufficiently studied. 
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So far we have mentioned only those of Patrizi’s Italian works that 
reflect his literary interests and associations. To them we may add a 
large number of letters, which have been published only in part. His 
work as a humanist scholar is represented primarily by his transla¬ 
tions from the Greek. The selection of the authors whom he trans¬ 
lated is characteristic, for it reflects both his polemical interest in Aris¬ 
totle and his preference for the Platonic, Neoplatonic, and even 
pseudo-Platonic tradition. He translated Philoponus’s commentary 
on Aristotle’s Metaphysics (1583), 7 Proclus’s Theological and Physical 
Elements (1583), the treatises attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, and 
the Chaldaic Oracles attributed to Zoroaster (1591). There is an un¬ 
published treatise on Pythagorean numbers, 8 and several autograph 
manuscript excerpts from Greek writers. 9 He also edited in Latin the 
so-called Theology of Aristotle (1591), an apocryphal Arabic work 
based on Plotinus, 10 and tried to use it as a testimony against the known 
works of Aristotle, to prove that Aristotle was in agreement with a 
number of Platonic doctrines. In addition, Patrizi attempted to estab¬ 
lish a new sequence of the Platonic dialogues, and one of his major 
works, the Discussiones peripateticae (1571, enlarged 1581), combines 
a good deal of scholarly spadework, especially a first collection of Aris¬ 
totle’s fragments, with a philosophical critique of Aristotle. In this 
work he gives a detailed tabulation of all the points on which Plato 
and Aristotle agree and disagree with each other, and tries to show 
that Plato is right on all counts. Elsewhere, he tries to prove that Plato 
agrees on many issues with Catholic doctrine, whereas Aristotle is in 
conflict with both Plato and the Church. 11 In accepting the Theology 
of Aristotle as an authentic work, Patrizi did not show good judgment, 
but with his collection of Aristotle’s fragments, he became a fore¬ 
runner of modern Aristotelian scholarship, and this effort may show 
us that at least in some instances dislike is as much of an incentive for 
scholarly enterprises as love and enthusiasm usually are. 

Patrizi’s mathematical interests are represented by a treatise on 
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geometry ( Della nuova geometria, 1587), and by another on mathe¬ 
matical and physical space (De rerum natura libri II, 1587), both of 
which were later incorporated, apparently in a revised form, in his 
chief work, the Nova de universis philosophia, which appeared in Fer¬ 
rara in 1591, and again in Venice in 1593. Unpublished are some 
manuscript drafts of the same work, as well as the defense of his Nova 
Philosophia that he submitted to the Congregation of the Index after 
I593 ' 12 

After speaking so much of Patrizi’s role as a philosopher of nature, 
and his claimed or real originality, we must also give due emphasis to 
his links with the Platonist tradition. These two sides of his work are 
by no means incompatible. For in trying to construct a new system 
of the universe, he was at the same time making use of his favorite 
sources, and in acknowledging his debt to these sources, he was prob¬ 
ably more candid than some of his fellow philosophers in his own time 
and at other times. Patrizi’s Platonist orientation appears from the very 
titles of some of his writings, and from the content of many more. 
Platonic is the tendency of his Poetics and his Peripatetic Discussions. 
One of his earliest writings (1553), which deals with the various kinds 
of poetic madness, is based on a Platonic theme, and his treatise on the 
philosophy of love, although not especially “Platonic” in its content, 
belongs to a literary tradition that went back to Ficino and was closely 
associated with the Platonist tradition in the sixteenth century. His 
interest, too, in the writings attributed to Zoroaster, Hermes, and 
Pythagoras reflects a tendency of Renaissance Platonism and goes 
back to Ficino, and through Ficino to Proclus, whom Patrizi had 
translated. It is in the name of Plato and Platonism that Patrizi argues 
against Aristotle and prefers the spurious Theology to his authentic 
works. We also learn from one of Patrizi’s letters that he became inter¬ 
ested in Platonism at an early age when he heard a discourse by a 
Franciscan friar on Platonic philosophy and read, upon the friar’s sug¬ 
gestion, Ficino’s Platonic Theology. 13 
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As we learn from Patrizi’s Prefaces, he advocated in the name of the 
Catholic religion that Plato’s philosophy should be taught at the uni¬ 
versities instead of Aristotle’s, and it was upon his own request and 
initiative that he was given during his later years a chair of Platonic 
philosophy, first at Ferrara and then at Rome. This was a rare, if not a 
unique, instance in which Renaissance Platonism succeeded in pene¬ 
trating the university teaching of philosophy. Patrizi attained only a 
part of his aim, for we know for sure that Aristotle continued to be 
taught along with Plato, by many other professors, both at Ferrara and 
elsewhere. 

In his attempt to make a close comparison between Plato and Aris¬ 
totle, Patrizi followed a Platonist tradition that can be traced in antiq¬ 
uity from Antiochus of Ascalon and Cicero to Ammonius Saccas 
and Boethius, and that we find again in the Renaissance, not only in 
Pico but also in Patrizi’s contemporaries Francesco Verino il Secondo 
and Jacopo Mazzoni. Yet whereas these predecessors had tended to 
harmonize Plato and Aristotle, Patrizi uses the comparison for an 
attack on Aristotle, and this anti-Aristotelianism, which is directed not 
only against the school but against the master himself, distinguishes 
Patrizi from most other Platonists of antiquity and of the Renaissance, 
including Ficino. 

There seems to be one other distinctive angle in Patrizi’s Platonism 
and in his anti-Aristotelianism. Plato’s philosophy gives a very high 
status and great importance to mathematical knowledge and its ob¬ 
jects, and although not all Platonist philosophers have emphasized 
this particular side of Plato’s thought, it is for this reason that Plato 
has at all times had a great appeal for mathematicians. In a compari¬ 
son between the philosophies, of Plato and Aristotle, such as was at¬ 
tempted by several thinkers of the sixteenth century, it must appear 
obvious that mathematics, as compared with physics, had a higher 
status for Plato than it had for Aristotle. It was this very point that 
played a role in Galileo’s admiration for Plato, and we shall see that 
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the problem was of some importance to Patrizi. Whether the attempt 
to replace the qualitative physics of Aristotle with a quantitative, that 
is, mathematical, physics was ever really made before Galileo, and 
whether Plato’s authority was used in this connection, is not too cer¬ 
tain, and would have to be further explored. 14 

We may add that in his effort to emphasize the harmony between 
Platonic philosophy and Catholic theology, Patrizi was again follow¬ 
ing a line similar to that taken by Ficino and other Renaissance Plato- 
nists. In turning now to Patrizi’s chief philosophical work, we shall see 
that several of its characteristic ideas show the influence of Plato and 
his ancient and Renaissance followers, but that the system as a whole 
has nevertheless an originality and significance of its own. 

Patrizi’s Nova de universis philosophia was published twice during 
his lifetime, in 1591 and in 1593. It was preceded by several other pub¬ 
lications, which were subsequently incorporated in the larger work, 
and a few drafts and fragments have been preserved in manuscript. 15 
Patrizi planned to revise his work, after it had been criticized by eccle¬ 
siastic censors, and at least parts of the criticisms and of Patrizi’s two 
writings in defense of the work have been preserved in manuscript, 
and have been studied and partly published. Yet a detailed compari¬ 
son between the earlier writings, the manuscripts, and the editions of 
1591 and 1593 has never been made, and a critical edition that would 
illustrate the textual and philosophical evolution of the work would 
be extremely desirable. I mention these facts, since the work as we read 
it in the two printed editions shows a certain number of gaps, over¬ 
lappings, and inconsistencies, on which a study of its textual history 
might very well throw some further light. 18 

The Nova de universis philosophia is divided into four major parts, 
to which Patrizi gave similar-sounding Greek titles, and which seem 
to have been composed as separate works before he decided to combine 
them in a single volume. The first part is entitled Panaugia, which we 
may roughly translate as “All-Splendor,” and he seems to have bor- 
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rowed this unusual word from a passage in Philo of Alexandria. 17 
This part is divided into ten books and deals with the physical and 
metaphysical properties of light. This twofold treatment of light leads 
to a strange combination between optical observations and metaphysi¬ 
cal speculations, and this is justified for Patrizi by the principle that 
light occupies an intermediary place between divine, incorporeal 
things and corporeal objects. Following a well-established earlier 
usage in Latin, he distinguishes between lux and lumen. The former 
is the light as it is found in its source, whereas the latter is the fight as 
it is found diffused outside its source (Bk. I). These two aspects of 
fight are finked with each other by the rays that proceed from the 
source and pass into the surrounding world (Bks. III-IV). In the 
physical world, fight has a special importance as a source of movement 
and of life. 

After discussing the different nature of lucid, transparent, and 
opaque bodies (Bks. II and V), and touching upon such phenomena 
as the reflection and refraction of fight, and the nature of colors, he 
ascends from the celestial to the supercelestial fight (Bk. VIII). He as¬ 
serts that outside the visible universe, which is finite and in which the 
celestial fight is mixed with darkness, there is an infinite space filled 
with pure fight, and this he calls the empyrean. This fight outside the 
celestial world is still corporeal, but it has its source in the incorporeal 
fight, which belongs to the incorporeal and divine things, that is, to 
the souls, intellects, angels, and God (Bk. IX). The ultimate source of 
this incorporeal fight is God Himself (lux prima), and from Him 
proceeds the diffused fight (lumen), which is found first in His Son, 
and then in all incorporeal creatures (Bk. X). God is also the ultimate 
source for the secondary fight, which is found in the physical world. 
Thus fight is said to be infinite, and may be considered incorporeal in 
its source, while it is both incorporeal and corporeal when considered 
in its state of irradiation, and thus mediates between God and the 
corporeal world. 
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The mixture of physical science with metaphysical and theological 
speculation as its appears in this section is certainly strange for a mod¬ 
ern reader, and all we can say to excuse it is that Patrizi lived and 
wrote at a time when the emancipation of physical science from phi¬ 
losophy had not yet been achieved, and when a similar mixture may 
be encountered in the work of much greater scientists, for example, 
in Kepler. As far as Patrizi is concerned, light is one of his basic physi¬ 
cal principles, as we shall see, and its prominent and monographic 
treatment in the first part of his work is thus understandable. Since the 
other physical principles posited by him do not receive such a full and 
separate treatment, it seems probable that this section reflects an earlier 
phase of his thought, and was written at a time when his views on the 
other principles had not yet been fully developed. When we discuss 
the other parts of his work, and consider its composition as a whole, 
we shall see that he treats the incorporeal and the physical world in 
different sections. Hence he may have felt that the treatise on light had 
to be placed at the beginning of the entire work, for the very reason 
that he conceives of light as belonging to both basic parts of reality. 

Patrizi’s theory of fight may also be better understood if we consider 
it against the background of a long earlier tradition that was known 
to him at least in some of its phases. In Plato’s Republic, the sun is 
called the image of the idea of the good, and this analogy is developed 
by Plato in great detail. 18 In Plotinus, fight and its irradiation became 
a basic metaphor for the diffusion of goodness and being from their 
respective sources, and from Plotinus the metaphor found its way into 
later Neoplatonism, and through St. Augustine and the Areopagite 
into Christian thought. The metaphor was easily turned into a symbol, 
and even into a literal ontological relationship, and from this starting 
point developed the medieval tradition of fight metaphysics, which 
included Grosseteste, and which made its contribution to the develop¬ 
ment of optics as well as of metaphysics. 19 Marsilio Ficino offered a 
symbolical and ontological interpretation of the fight metaphor that 
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he found in his Neoplatonic sources, and he even composed a special 
treatise on light, in which he discussed both corporeal and incorporeal 
light and their relationship . 20 Once more we recognize Patrizi’s close 
connection with the Platonist tradition. We may add that his specula¬ 
tion on light seems to have been continued into the seventeenth cen¬ 
tury by one of his successors in Ferrara, Tommaso Giannini . 21 

The second part of Patrizi’s work is called Panarchia, a title that 
seems to be patterned after Hierarchia and might be translated “a 
series of all principles.” This part has twenty-two books, and deals with 
the hierarchy of being in a fashion that might roughly be called Neo¬ 
platonic. Patrizi’s prevailing scheme is as follows: the One (also called 
the one-all, “unomnia,” and identified with God), unity, essence, life, 
intelligence, soul, nature, quality, form, and body (Bk. XI). This 
scheme reveals the influence of several known sources, but in some 
details, and as a whole, it is original. The sequence One, intelligence, 
soul, nature, and body is Plotinian. The separation of unity from the 
One, and of essence and life from intelligence, goes back to Proclus. 
The insertion of quality is derived from Ficino . 22 The introduction of 
form as a separate level of being seems to be an innovation, and may 
be due to Patrizi’s preoccupation with geometry and its status. Unfor¬ 
tunately, we cannot be more specific, because the lower part of the 
hierarchy is barely sketched in Patrizi’s work, and the section as a 
whole is concerned only with the higher degrees of being. 

The Neoplatonic scheme is then further developed with the help of 
several theological notions. Patrizi deals at length with the attributes 
of God or the one-all. Unlike Plotinus, Patrizi believes that all things 
are in God as well as from Him. God has an internal product, namely 
the unity including plurality, which is identified with the order of 
ideas, and also with the second person of the Trinity. God’s external 
product is the universe, which includes pure spirits, souls, and bodies. 
The ideas and the persons of the Trinity are said to emanate from God 
while staying within Him, whereas the universe is created by God 
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(Bk. XXII). It is clear from this outline that Patrizi is trying to com¬ 
bine Neoplatonic and Christian notions, and that there remain several 
inconsistencies and undeveloped details which we cannot discuss any 
further. 

The third part of Patrizi’s work consists of only five books and is 
entitled Pampsychia, that is, the theory of the all-soul. In good Neo¬ 
platonic fashion, Patrizi treats the soul as intermediary between the 
spiritual and the corporeal world. How this middle position of the soul 
is related to the similar position assigned to light in the first section he 
does not tell us anywhere. He takes over from Lucretius the distinction 
between animus (mind) and anima (life-principle), 28 and discusses 
at length the world soul, which he treats as the animating principle 
that permeates the entire corporeal universe (Bk. IV). This notion, 
which the Neoplatonists had inherited from the Stoics, had been 
treated with reservation by the medieval thinkers, without ever having 
been clearly condemned. It was reintroduced by Ficino, and enjoyed 
great popularity with most of the philosophers of nature during the 
sixteenth century. Patrizi does not treat the individual souls as parts 
of the world soul, but believes, rather, that their relation to their bodies 
is analogous to that of the world soul to the universe as a whole. In this 
he reflects again the position of Plotinus, who had criticized the Stoics 
for making the individual souls parts of the world soul, thus depriving 
them of a separate status and of free will. 24 

The fourth and last part of Patrizi’s work is by far the most in¬ 
teresting and original. It consists of thirty-two books, and deals with 
the physical world, as the title Pancosmia (the theory of the all¬ 
cosmos) indicates. Patrizi introduces four basic principles of the physi¬ 
cal world (which he obviously intends to take the place of the four 
Aristotelian elements): space, light, heat, and humidity. 

Patrizi discusses these four principles one by one. Space is for him 
the first principle of all corporeal things. It consists of a finite space, 
which is located in the center, the position occupied by the corporeal 
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world, and is therefore called mundane space, and of an infinite ex¬ 
ternal space, which is empty and surrounds the former one on all sides. 
Space is prior to all bodies, and even to light, and is conceived as an 
empty receptacle (Bks. I—III). In this notion Patrizi evidently follows 
Telesio, but he differs from him in several ways. He does not put time 
on the same level as space, as Telesio had done, but regards it as de¬ 
pendent on both bodies and motion, 25 thus reverting in this respect to 
the Aristotelian view. On the other hand, he uses the concept of space 
for the theory of geometry, and in a manner that seems to foreshadow 
Kant. For he makes a distinction between mathematical and physical 
space. Mathematical space is pure and contains no bodies, and its mini¬ 
mum is the pure point; whereas physical space is derived from pure 
space, and contains bodies (Bks. I—III). Bodies, according to Patrizi, 
are more than three-dimensional forms, since, in addition, they contain 
resistance. This added factor of resistance seems to reflect a doctrine 
attributed by several ancient sources to Epicurus, who in this way 
revised the earlier view of Democritus. 26 In a similar way, Leibniz 
was to correct Descartes’s purely geometrical conception of corporeal 
nature by the addition of the concept of force. 

Having thus defined the difference between mathematical and 
physical space, Patrizi proceeds to state that mathematics, and espe¬ 
cially geometry, is prior to physics, just as pure space is prior to physical 
bodies, indicating once more his Platonist leanings. Being prior to all 
bodies, space is even called both a body and incorporeal, and hence the 
categories that apply to bodies only (again a Plotinian reminiscence 27 ) 
cannot be predicated of space. 

In his treatment of number, Patrizi reverts again to the Aristotelian 
position. The continuum is for him prior to the discretum, and hence 
geometry is prior to arithmetic (Bk. II). Whereas he regards space as 
having a real existence of its own, he considers number to be merely a 
product of thought. This primacy of geometry within mathematics is 
clearly a Greek heritage. It was to be abandoned only after Descartes 
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had invented analytical geometry, and after modern mathematics had 
extended the concept of number, and eventually made it continuous. 

The second physical principle, which comes after space, is light, the 
first thing to fill empty space (Bk. IV). At this point, the doctrine of 
the first section of Patrizi’s work, the Panaugia, fits into the scheme 
of the last, although the relationship between the two is not made com¬ 
pletely clear. Patrizi then adds two other physical principles: heat, 
which he considers derived from light, and which he treats as a formal 
and active principle (Bk. V), and humidity ( fluor ), which is consid¬ 
ered a passive and material principle (Bk. VI). The latter is capable of 
different degrees of density, and accounts for the resistance that charac¬ 
terizes physical bodies in distinction from pure geometrical forms. 
Heat as an active principle of the physical world seems to be borrowed 
from Telesio, as had been the notion of empty space (although, for 
Telesio, space had not been a separate principle of the universe). 
Humidity takes for Patrizi the place of Telesio’s and Aristotle’s matter, 
and the term fluor, as well as the insistence on its different degrees of 
density, evidently reflects certain notions of the pre-Socratic philoso¬ 
phers, notions undoubtedly known to Patrizi from a variety of ancient 
sources. 28 

The later chapters of the Pancosmia contain a discussion of the vari¬ 
ous parts of the physical universe. This universe consists of three major 
sections, the empyrean, the aetheric world, and the elementary world. 
The empyrean is identical with the infinite space that surrounds the 
celestial world and is filled with nothing but light (Bk. VIII). The 
aetheric world includes all stars down to the moon. It is finite in extent, 
and may be called the universe in the more specific sense of the term 
(Bk. IX). For Patrizi, the stars move freely in the aether. He thus aban¬ 
dons the traditional notion of solid spheres, which had still been re¬ 
tained by Copernicus, 29 and comes in this respect closer to the more 
modern view represented by Tycho Brahe. The earth remains for Pa¬ 
trizi in the center, and it does not revolve around the sun, but he accepts 
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the daily rotation of the earth around itself (Bk. XXXI). In dealing 
at some length with the sea and the earth, he discusses a number of 
meteorological and geographical questions, referring more than once 
to his own observations. This section contains many details that are 
of great interest for the history of the sciences (Bks. XXIV-XXXII). 

I have tried to present as briefly as possible the general structure and 
content of Patrizi’s chief philosophical work, and I hope both its 
strength and its weakness have become apparent. The work reflects a 
forceful attempt at systematizing, but also reveals a number of loop¬ 
holes and inconsistencies. It shows a mixture of science and specula¬ 
tion, of originality and dependence on the Platonist tradition and on 
odier sources. Yet Patrizi is a vigorous mind, remarkably free of oc¬ 
cultism, both learned and acute, and quite unusual in his combination 
of humanistic and scientific interests. We should not be surprised to 
find in his work a strange blending of disparate elements, of Platonism 
with an original philosophy of nature, of ideas that are clearly obsolete 
(and this includes some of his original ideas) with others that are still 
valid, or foreshadow those of some illustrious successors (and this in¬ 
cludes some of his traditional ideas). Patrizi is a transitional thinker, 
and this is more or less true of all philosophers of our period. 

It is not true that the Renaissance was a period of stagnation, let 
alone of retrogression, in the fields of science and philosophy, as many 
medievalists would like to tell us. Even if this were true, we still might 
be interested in a period that surely made great contributions to learn¬ 
ing, literature, and the arts. For I do not think that human achieve¬ 
ment should be measured exclusively in terms of the sciences, as it 
is now fashionable to maintain. Yet the statement made by the medi¬ 
evalists is not true. The fifteenth century transmitted to its successors 
the entire heritage of the Middle Ages, and added to it the contribu¬ 
tions of classical antiquity by making them completely available for 
the first time . 30 The sixteenth century was thus able to appropriate the 
results of ancient science in their entirety, and it made the first novel 
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additions to them, especially in mathematics, astronomy, and medi¬ 
cine. Yet when we speak of the origins of modern science, we are 
thinking primarily of mathematical physics, and this began with 
Galileo, whose activity includes the last years of the sixteenth century, 
and who, though in many ways indebted to Renaissance traditions, 
belongs with the essential part of his work to the seventeenth century 
and a new age. Modern science, understood in this sense, is not a 
product of the Renaissance, although it surely had some of its roots in 
the Renaissance, and especially in the sixteenth century. 

The same remarks may be made about modern philosophy. Francis 
Bacon is in many ways a Renaissance thinker, and his relation to 
modern science is still transitional and ambiguous. We may regard 
him with equal right as the last great thinker of the Renaissance and 
as the prophet and harbinger of modern thought. The real founder of 
modern philosophy is Descartes, and he begins a new epoch in phi¬ 
losophy because he presupposes the modern science of Galileo and 
Kepler as a given fact, takes an active part in its further development, 
and tries to base philosophy, in its method and its subject matter, upon 
this new science. This attitude has determined, if not completely domi¬ 
nated, the course of modern philosophy up to the present day. In this 
sense, Renaissance philosophy, including the philosophers of nature, 
is clearly not modern. Rather, its significance lies in the many ways 
in which it led up to modern thought (as we have had occasion to 
observe in several instances, including the case of Patrizi) and in its 
concepts per se. A thinker like Patrizi deserves a good deal of attention 
both for the intrinsic merit of his original ideas and for the way in 
which he restates the philosophia perennis of Platonism. He shows us 
once more that a tradition does not five merely by repetition, but by a 
continuous transformation of its basic ideas. The old heritage is con¬ 
stantly being rethought, adapted, and supplemented in order to incor¬ 
porate new insights and to solve new problems. The example of Patrizi 
may show us that it is quite possible to philosophize within a tradition, 
and to be original at the same time. 
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To devote this last chapter to Bruno, and to conclude our survey of 
Renaissance philosophy with his work, seems appropriate for a num¬ 
ber of reasons. Bruno is probably the most famous of the thinkers we 
have discussed, or at least as well known as Petrarch and Pico. This 
fame is partly due to the tragedy of his life and death, but no less 
deserved by his brilliant gifts as a thinker and writer. His vision of the 
world has a distinctly modern quality, and has impressed and influ¬ 
enced scientists and philosophers throughout the subsequent centuries. 
At the same time, his work is still entirely a part of the Renaissance, not 
merely in its date and style but in its premises and problems, whereas 
such younger contemporaries or successors as Bacon, Galileo, and Des¬ 
cartes belong to the Renaissance with only a part, and perhaps not the 
most significant part, of their thought and work. 

Giordano Bruno was bom in Nola in southern Italy in 1548, and 
entered the Dominican order in Naples at the age of 18. While pur¬ 
suing theological studies, he also read extensively in the ancient phi¬ 
losophers, and began to entertain serious doubts about some of the 
teachings of the Catholic Church. When he was in Rome in 1576, these 
doubts became known to the authorities of his order, and an indict¬ 
ment for heresy was prepared against him. Before he could be arrested, 
Bruno escaped and began a long and adventurous journey that took 
him to many parts of Europe. He went first to Noli near Genoa, then 
to Savona, Turin, Venice, and Padua, and apparently earned his living 
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by private teaching and tutoring, as he did throughout most of his later 
life until his arrest. From Padua he went to Lyons, and then to Geneva, 
where he became a Calvinist and met many of the Reformed leaders. 
Yet soon he turned against Calvinism and went to Toulouse, where 
he obtained a degree in theology and lectured on Aristotle for two 
years. Next he went to Paris, where he obtained the favor of Henry III, 
held some kind of a lectureship, and published his first writings in 
1582. He then accompanied the French ambassador, Michel de Castel- 
naud, Marquis de Mauvissiere, to England, and spent the period from 
1583 to 1585 in London. He also held a disputation, and gave a few lec¬ 
tures, at Oxford, and antagonized the professors both by his manners 
and by his polemical attacks. Yet he made friendly contact with Sir 
Philip Sidney and other educated Englishmen, and his English period 
is especially noteworthy because he published in London, in Italian, 
some of his most famous writings. 

He returned to Paris with his patron, and held in 1586 in one of the 
colleges of the university a violent disputation against Aristotle, which 
caused such an uproar that he decided to leave. He went to Marburg 
and then to Wittenberg, where he lectured for two years at the uni¬ 
versity on Aristotle’s logic, became a Lutheran, and praised Luther in 
his farewell address. He then proceeded to Prague and to Helmstedt, 
where he lectured again at the university, and in 1590 to Frankfurt. 
His stay in Frankfurt was again important, since it was in this city, 
which was then, as now, a center of the international book trade, that 
he published his Latin poems (1591), the most important of his pub¬ 
lished works after his Italian dialogues. 

When he was in Frankfurt, he received and accepted an invitation 
from Giovanni Mocenigo, a Venetian nobleman. After a short stay in 
Padua, Bruno joined the household of Mocenigo in Venice as his guest 
and tutor. Shortly afterwards, Mocenigo denounced him to the Inqui¬ 
sition and had him arrested in 1592. Bruno tried to retract, but in Jan¬ 
uary 1593 he was taken to Rome, kept in prison, and subjected to a 
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trial that lasted for many years. After initial hesitations, he firmly 
refused to recant his philosophical opinions. Finally, in February 1600, 
he was sentenced to death and burned alive in the Campo di Fiori, 
where a monument was erected to him during the last century. 

Bruno’s dreadful end has righdy shocked his contemporaries and 
posterity. His firm conduct during the trial deserves our highest 
respect, and goes a long way to balance his human weaknesses, which 
are all too obvious. The idea that a man should be punished and exe¬ 
cuted for holding opinions considered wrong by his religious or po¬ 
litical authorities is intolerable for any thoughtful person who takes 
human dignity and liberty seriously, although the deplorable treat¬ 
ment given to Bruno, and the wrong idea underlying it, was by no 
means peculiar to Bruno’s church or to his century, as some historians 
would have us believe. His death made of Bruno a martyr, not so much 
of modern science, as was thought for a long time, but rather of his 
convictions and of philosophical liberty. The records of his trial have 
not been completely preserved, but several relevant documents have 
been published, and some very important ones have come to fight quite 
recently, from which the nature and content of the charges made 
against him have become much clearer than before. It is now quite 
evident that Bruno’s acceptance of the Copernican system constituted 
but one out of a very large number of accusations, which included a 
long series of philosophical and theological opinions as well as many 
specific instances of alleged blasphemy and violations of Church dis¬ 
cipline. 1 

Bruno’s extant writings are rather numerous and diverse in content. 
His Italian works, which were all published during his lifetime, in¬ 
clude a comedy and several satirical treatises, in addition to his philo¬ 
sophical dialogues, which we shall discuss later. His style is lively and 
exuberant, and at times quite baroque and obscure. His more nu¬ 
merous Latin writings, some of which were published only in the last 
century whereas others have come to fight quite recently, include sev- 
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eral important philosophical poems and treatises, as well as a number 
of works that reflect his subsidiary interests: mathematics and magic, 
the art of memory, and the so-called Lullian art. 

The art of memory, which grew out of a part of ancient rhetoric, 
was a subject much cultivated in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, 
and there are many treatises dealing with this subject, which scholars 
have just recently begun to study, and which probably deserve much 
further exploration. 2 These efforts to devise systems for strengthening 
a person’s memory had a very great practical importance in a period 
when scholars and men of affairs could not rely as heavily as nowadays 
on the help of indexes and reference works, and when the ready mas¬ 
tery of knowledge and information was considered a necessary cri¬ 
terion of competence, not only in speeches and disputations but also in 
many professional activities. 

The Lullian art, named after its inventor, the fourteenth-century 
Catalan philosopher Ramon Lull, was a general scheme of knowledge 
based on a number of simple terms and propositions, and it was Lull’s 
claim that through appropriate methods of combination this art would 
lead to the discovery and demonstration of all other knowledge. The 
method was illustrated by the use of letters, figures, and other symbols, 
which represented the basic concepts and their combinations. 3 The 
Lullian art attracted the interest of many thinkers and scholars down 
to Leibniz, and it is obviously, at least in its claims if not in its achieve¬ 
ments, a forerunner of modern symbolic logic. For Bruno, the art of 
memory and the Lullian art were not merely the subjects of his intel¬ 
lectual curiosity, but also a means of livelihood, for he seems to have 
instructed his private pupils mainly in these two arts. This side of 
Bruno’s work is less well known, and a detailed study of it has been 
attempted only in recent years. 

Bruno’s thought shows many traits of genuine originality, yet at the 
same time he is indebted to a variety of sources. In spite of his double 
polemic against the grammarians and the scholastics, he owed much 
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to his humanist education as well as to his Aristotelian and scholastic 
training. His doctrine of heroic love, which forms the center of his 
famous Eroici furori, is heavily indebted to Ficino, and it has been 
recendy shown that this work belongs to the literary and intellectual 
tradition of Platonist love treatises, which occupied a rather large place 
in sixteenth-century thought and literature. 4 In his metaphysics, Bruno 
was strongly influenced by Plotinus and Cusanus, whereas his cos¬ 
mology is based on Lucretius and Copernicus. 

Many historians have discovered serious inconsistencies in Bruno’s 
thought, and some scholars have tried to account for them on chrono¬ 
logical grounds, assuming that his philosophical thought underwent 
a certain development. Without excluding such a development, I am 
inclined to think that from the time of his Italian dialogues his basic 
position remained unchanged, and that a few ambiguities, oscillations, 
and logical difficulties are inherent in this very position. At least on one 
important point that is unclear in Bruno’s published writings, a re¬ 
cently discovered document from his last years throws a good deal 
of light. 5 

Some of Bruno’s chief ethical doctrines are contained in his famous 
Eroici furori, a group of dialogues in which the recital and interpre¬ 
tation of a series of poems by Bruno and others, and the explanation 
of a number of symbolic mottos and devices, occupy a large place, in¬ 
terrupting as well as enlivening the presentation of the chief philo¬ 
sophical ideas. In a free variation upon the common theme of Plato- 
nizing love treatises, Bruno opposes heroic love and frenzy to vulgar 
love. Heroic love has a divine object, and leads the soul in a gradual 
ascent from the sense world through intelligible objects toward God. 6 
The union with God, which is the ultimate and infinite goal of our 
will and intellect, cannot be attained during the present life. Hence 
heroic love is for the philosopher a continuous torment. 7 But it derives 
an inherent nobility and dignity from its ultimate goal, which will be 
reached after death. It is this emphasis on the suffering which accom- 
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panics the unfulfilled heroic love during the present life that distin¬ 
guishes Bruno’s theory from that of most previous writers on the 
subject, and this may also explain why he chose to call the higher love 
heroic rather than divine. 

A more central aspect of Bruno’s thought is expressed in his dia¬ 
logue De la causa, principio e uno, in which some of his basic meta¬ 
physical ideas are discussed. He starts from the fundamental notion 
that God must be conceived as a substance, and His effects as acci¬ 
dents. 8 This is a complete reversal of the traditional Aristotelian 
notion of substance, according to which the term substance had 
always been applied to particular sense objects, whereas their perma¬ 
nent or passing attributes had been called accidents. For Bruno, there 
remains only one substance, namely God, and all particular objects, 
far from being substances, become accidents, that is, passing mani¬ 
festations of that single substance. This notion resembles in many 
ways that of Spinoza, and it has often been asserted that Spinoza owed 
this basic conception to Bruno, although there seems to be no tangible 
evidence that Spinoza was familiar with Bruno’s thought or writings. 

In order to know God, Bruno continues, we must know His image, 
nature. In pursuing this task, Bruno proceeds to apply to the universe 
the four causes that in Aristotle and his school had merely served as 
contributing factors in the attempt to understand particular objects 
or phenomena. Developing some occasional remarks in Aristotle, 
Bruno divides the four causes into two groups, one of which he calls 
causes in the stricter sense of the word, and the other, principles. Form 
and matter are principles because they are intrinsic to their effect, 
whereas efficient and final cause are external to their effect. 8 He then 
identifies the efficient cause of the world with the universal intellect, 
which is the highest faculty of the world soul. 10 He is drawing here 
on Plotinian notions, and there is no evidence that he is identifying 
the world soul or its intellect with God. On the contrary, he explicitly 
distinguishes this world intellect from the divine intellect, and states 
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that it contains in itself all forms and species of nature, just as our 
intellect contains in itself all its concepts. Working as an internal 
artist, this world intellect produces out of matter all material forms, 
which are images derived from its own internal species . 11 The final 
cause of the world, on the other hand, is nothing but its own per¬ 
fection . 12 

The principles, that is, internal constituents, of nature are form 
and matter . 13 They correspond in name to Aristotle’s formal and 
material cause, but are in fact conceived along Plotinian lines. Bruno 
asserts that the form coincides to a certain extent with the soul, insofar 
as every form is produced by a soul. For all things are animated by 
the world soul, and all matter is everywhere permeated by soul and 
spirit. Thus it may be said that the world soul is the constituent formal 
principle of the world, just as matter is its constituent material prin¬ 
ciple. The world is thus a perpetual spiritual substance that merely 
appears in different forms. 

In this way, form and matter are both perpetual substances and 
principles, and mutually determine each other, whereas the bodies 
composed of form and matter are perishable, and must be regarded 
not as substances but as accidents . 14 Bruno thus seems to conceive of 
particular things as resulting from a changing interpenetration of two 
universal principles, and in this suggestive and original view also lies 
the basic difficulty of his philosophy. 

In God, Bruno goes on to say, form and matter, actuality and po¬ 
tentiality, coincide . 15 In what appears to be an important modification 
of his previous statements, he says that also in the universe there is 
only one principle, which is both formal and material, and thus the 
universe, considered in its substance, is only one . 16 This one principle, 
taken with its two aspects, is said to constitute both all corporeal and 
all incorporeal beings . 17 Bruno here seems to follow the so-called uni¬ 
versal hylemorphism of Avicebron, who, too, composes all incorpo¬ 
real beings of form and matter . 18 This statement reveals still another 
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basic ambiguity, which Bruno had inherited from Cusanus and other 
earlier philosophers, and which he never completely overcomes, at 
least in this work. That is, in speaking about nature and the universe, 
Bruno seems to think primarily in terms of the physical universe, but 
at the same time he includes in the universe all incorporeal beings 
except God. Speaking of matter, he insists that it is not merely nega¬ 
tive, but contains in itself all forms, thus taking up a theory of 
Averroes, and departing from both Aristotle and Plotinus, who had 
thought of matter as pure potentiality. 19 

Identifying the universe with the substance that comprises both 
form and matter, Bruno states that the universe is one and infinite, 
that it is being, true and one, whereas all particular things are mere 
accidents and subject to destruction. 20 There is no plurality of sub¬ 
stances in the world, but merely a plurality of manifestations of a 
single substance. The plurality of things is only apparent and belongs 
to the surface grasped by our senses, whereas our mind grasps, beyond 
this surface, the one substance in which all apparent contrasts co¬ 
incide. 21 This substance is true and good, it is both matter and form, 
and in it actuality and potentiality are no longer different from each 
other. In such formulas the distinction between the universe and God 
seems to disappear, but in one important passage Bruno differentiates 
between the physical universe known by the philosophers and the 
archetypal universe believed in by the theologians. 22 

He thus presents us with an impressive and original vision of 
reality, but if we compare the various statements contained in the dia¬ 
logue, a few basic ambiguities remain. Form and matter are clearly 
universal principles for Bruno, but he treats them sometimes as dis¬ 
tinct and sometimes as identical, or rather as two aspects of the same 
principle. The physical and the metaphysical universe are sometimes 
identified, and sometimes quite clearly distinguished. Finally, the 
universe is sometimes treated as an image of God, and as distinct from 
Him, whereas at times this distinction tends to disappear. 


134 



Bruno 


Students of Bruno have tried to cope with these difficulties in a 
variety of ways. Some have emphasized one set of statements over the 
other, thus making of Bruno either a Platonist metaphysician or an 
outright pantheist. Those who have been willing to admit the ambi¬ 
guities present in his work have often considered the extreme pan¬ 
theist position to be his true position, and the dualist statements to be 
concessions made to popular opinion or potential censors or critics. 
Others have regarded pantheism as the logical consequence of his 
position, which he came to adopt gradually, the dualist statements 
representing a mere residual of his earlier views. This last opinion 
seems to be the soundest of the ones we have cited. However, I am 
more inclined to think that Bruno had a vision that was not com¬ 
pletely expressible in terms of these antitheses, and that he was quite 
willing to accept the dilemma, that is, both horns of it, as a paradox 
and an approximation, without wishing to be pushed into a more 
extreme position. It is no doubt true that in comparison with his 
favorite sources, Plotinus and Cusanus, Bruno goes much further in 
the direction of a pantheistic or immanentistic conception. Yet I doubt 
very much that he wanted to be an extreme pantheist or naturalist. 
In one of his latest statements, he tries to show that individual minds 
are particular manifestations of the universal mind, just as particular 
bodies are manifestations of universal matter . 23 This statement is a 
welcome addition to his other writings, in which this particular doc¬ 
trine is not so clearly stated. It also shows that his position was closer 
to Cusanus and to the dualistic passages in his dialogues than many 
interpreters have been willing to admit. 

No less interesting and historically significant than Bruno’s meta¬ 
physics is his conception of the physical universe as we find it de¬ 
veloped in his dialogue De I’infinito, universo e mondi. In this work, 
Bruno restates the Copernican system of the universe, and gives it for 
the first time a philosophical meaning . 24 His chief emphasis is on the 
infinity of the universe as a whole, as against the innumerable finite 

135 



Bruno 


worlds that are contained in it. This distinction between the universe 
and the worlds is borrowed from Lucretius, as is the notion of the 
infinity of the universe, which is not found in Copernicus at all . 25 We 
now know that in the sixteenth century the infinity of the physical 
universe was asserted by Thomas Digges, prior to Bruno, but it is not 
certain that Bruno was familiar with the writings of this prede¬ 
cessor . 26 We might also compare the view of Patrizi, who assumed an 
infinite external void surrounding our finite world. For Bruno, there 
are many such worlds as ours, and the universe outside our world is 
not a void. Moreover, unlike Patrizi, he conceives our world or solar 
system according to the system of Copernicus. He further insists that 
this infinity of the universe cannot be perceived by the senses, but is 
disclosed by the judgment of reason , 27 thus reverting to Democritus 
from the sensationalism of the Epicureans and Telesio. 

The infinite universe is for Bruno the image of an infinite God . 28 
In this context, at least, he clearly distinguishes between God and the 
universe, and his position may be compared with that of Cusanus. Yet 
whereas Cusanus reserves true infinity for God alone, Bruno uses the 
relation between the universe and God as an argument for the infinity 
of the former. Since God is infinite, also the universe must be infinite, 
although in a different sense . 29 

As for Patrizi and others, the stars are no longer attached to rigid 
spheres, but move freely in the infinite space. Yet in accordance with 
the Neoplatonic tradition, and with a view adopted by most medieval 
Aristotelians, Bruno assigns the cause for the motion of the stars to 
their internal principles or souls . 30 The earth is also in motion, and 
may hence be considered as one of the stars . 31 Only the universe as a 
whole is at rest, whereas all particular worlds contained in it are in 
motion. The universe as a whole has no absolute center and no abso¬ 
lute direction; that is, we cannot talk of an upward or a downward 
direction in an absolute sense. Gravity and lightness have merely a 
relative meaning with reference to the parts of the universe toward 
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which a given body is moving . 32 This view of Bruno’s may be charac¬ 
terized as half-Aristotelian. That is, in his denial of an absolute center, 
Bruno repeats a formula of Cusanus, interpreting it in a Lucretian 
sense. In his denial of an absolute direction, he follows the atomists 
against Aristotle; but in retaining a relative direction, and, above all, 
in retaining the distinction between gravity and lightness, he is still 
under the spell of Aristotelian physics. 

The individual stars, Bruno argues, are subject to continual change 
through the influx and efflux of atoms, but persist through some in¬ 
ternal or external force . 33 The notion of influx and efflux is again 
based on atomism, and the notion that the stars are subject to change 
is another important departure from Aristotelian cosmology, in 
which the celestial objects, as distinct from the sublunar ones, are con¬ 
sidered unchangeable and incorruptible. Yet the internal force seems 
to be a Neoplatonic rather than an atomistic conception. Bruno knows 
that the fixed stars are at varying distances from us, and thus discards 
the traditional notion of a single sphere of fixed stars . 34 He thinks that 
the entire universe is filled with aether even in the so-called empty 
spaces between the stars . 35 All stars in the universe are divided into 
two basic groups, which he calls suns and earths. The prevailing ele¬ 
ment of the former is fire, of the latter, water . 36 Our earth is like a star, 
and when seen from the outside, it shines like the other stars . 37 Bruno 
also assumes that the various worlds outside our own are inhabited . 38 
He denies the existence of elementary spheres, thus rejecting another 
basic conception of traditional Aristotelian cosmology, and calls the 
notion of a hierarchy of nature a mere product of the imagination . 39 

Bruno’s cosmology is quite suggestive, and it anticipates in a num¬ 
ber of ways the conception of the universe as it was to be developed 
by modern physics and astronomy. He is not only the first major 
philosopher who adopted the Copernican system, but also one of the 
first thinkers who boldly discarded such time-honored notions as the 
radical distinction between things celestial and earthly, and the hier- 
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archical view of nature. Being aware of the novelty of his view, he 
does not spare Aristotle or his followers, whom he pursues with a 
series of polemical attacks. The fact that Bruno still retains some 
residuals of Aristotelian physics should not be exaggerated, and it 
should have been expected in any case. On the other hand, it has been 
rightly stressed that he was a forerunner, but not a founder, of 
modern science and philosophy. He was unaware of the role that 
mathematics and experimental observation were to play in modern 
science, and did not develop a precise method by which his assertions 
might have been tested or demonstrated. His merit and his limi tation 
lie in the fact that, through his intuition and vision, he anticipated a 
number of ideas that resemble those which later centuries were to 
adopt and to develop on the basis of mtich more solid evidence. Yet 
the more we are inclined to extol the role of imagination in the sci¬ 
ences, alongside that of empirical observation and logical deduction, 
the more we should appreciate the contribution made by such think¬ 
ers as Bruno. 

The extent of Bruno’s influence during the following centuries is 
hard to estimate. His condemnation and terrible end made it impos¬ 
sible for any Catholic scholar to read or cite him overtly, and even in 
Protestant countries his works seem to have had a rather limited cir¬ 
culation for a long time. Yet Galileo could have read Bruno long be¬ 
fore the latter was condemned, and the resemblance between certain 
passages in Galileo and Bruno that deal with the place of the earth in 
the universe is so great that it may not be incidental after all. I am also 
inclined to see a connection between Bruno and Spinoza, for the con¬ 
ception of the relation between God and particular things as substance 
and accidents is too similar and too unusual to be a mere coincidence. 
Aside from many other differences, it was quite natural for Spinoza 
to replace Bruno’s two basic principles, form (or soul) and matter, 
which have a Neoplatonic, and if you wish an Aristotelian, origin, 
with the attributes of thought and extension, which are derived from 
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the system of Descartes. I cannot discuss the question whether the 
theory of monads, as developed in some of Bruno’s Latin writings, 
may have had an influence on Leibniz. 

We have now completed this rather brief treatment of eight selected 
thinkers of die Renaissance. All these men happen to be Italians, and 
they represent but a very small number out of the large series of phil¬ 
osophical writers who were active in Italy alone during the three cen¬ 
turies or so we have been trying to cover. I hope the selection has been 
representative, not only of Italian, but also of European, thought dur¬ 
ing the Renaissance period. Many thinkers whom we have not dis¬ 
cussed held different opinions, or different combinations of opinions. 
Yet I believe die general intellectual climate in which they worked, 
and the chief problems with which they were concerned, were rough¬ 
ly the same; for the schools we have tried to describe—humanism, 
Platonism, Aristotelianism, and the new philosophy of nature—are 
more or less inclusive of the thinkers of the period, both in Italy and 
in other European countries. If I have not spoken of Erasmus or More, 
Vives or Montaigne, among many others, it does not mean that I con¬ 
sider them less important. I had to make a narrow choice, and this 
choice was determined by the limits of my own scholarly interests, 
curiosity, and knowledge. 

If we try to assess, at the conclusion of our survey, the intellectual 
heritage that Renaissance thought left to subsequent centuries includ¬ 
ing our own, the answer cannot be given in a single sentence, and it 
is wise to break it up, and to talk separately of the different trends we 
have been discussing. Renaissance humanism was a complex move¬ 
ment that had its impact on scholarship and literature as well as on 
moral diought and philosophy. As a scholarly movement, it is re¬ 
sponsible for the pervasive classicism and the rise of classical (or hu¬ 
manistic) education that began with the fifteenth century and per¬ 
sisted almost until the early years of our century. The humanists also 
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began to formulate and practice the methods and techniques of philo¬ 
logical and historical scholarship, and these methods have since been 
developed and refined, and have been applied to a variety of other 
subjects, but have not fundamentally changed. As historical and liter¬ 
ary scholars, even when we are historians of philosophy or science, we 
must consider the humanists as our professional predecessors. In liter¬ 
ature, humanism was primarily associated with a reform of Neo-Latin 
literature, which led to a greater classical purity in language, style, and 
prosody, and to a revival of many ancient genres. This effort is often 
underestimated because it has by now become obsolete, but it had a 
considerable importance down to the eighteenth century. More indi¬ 
rect, but from our point of view more important, was the impact of 
humanism on the various vernacular literatures. Its effect was felt in 
the introduction of classical themes and classical genres, and in the 
quest for greater neatness of linguistic and stylistic expression. 

In the field of philosophy, we owe it to the humanists if we have 
easy access to ancient philosophers besides Aristotle, Cicero, Seneca, 
Boethius, and Proclus, and if we are able to read Plato, Plotinus, Epic¬ 
tetus, Epicurus, Lucretius, Sextus Empiricus, or even much of Alex* 
ander of Aphrodisias. We are also indebted to them for the fact that 
we are no longer bound by the scholastic argument (or, at least, were 
not bound by it until a few years ago), and that we are permitted to 
express our thoughts not only in commentaries and questions, but in 
papers and essays, books and monographs. 

In other words, in scholarship, literature, and philosophy, Renais¬ 
sance humanism brought to the Western world a large body of secu¬ 
lar learning and literature that was neither religious nor scientific or 
professional, and that, without being either anti-religious or anti- 
scientific, came to occupy a large and independent place, alongside 
theology and the professional disciplines, in education, writing and 
thinking. Humanist learning, much more than the rather meager lib¬ 
eral arts course of the Middle Ages, is the fountainhead of what we 
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praise as the humanities, something to which we attribute a broad¬ 
ening effect, and which should not merely be a matter of a so-called 
general education or a leisure occupation, but one of the integral ele¬ 
ments of our life and outlook. I find that much lip service is being 
paid to the humanities in academic circles, but that they are notably 
absent from our public discussion, which, when it rises above purely 
practical matters, seems to leave us with nothing but the bleak alter¬ 
native between science and religion. I am also dismayed when I hear 
and read that our heritage, aside from our political institutions, con¬ 
sists solely of the scientific method and the Judaeo-Christian tradition, 
as if we owed nothing to Greek philosophy, or to other aspects of an¬ 
cient, medieval, or early modern civilization, or as if the “Judaeo- 
Christian tradition” itself, a very complex and diversified tradition, 
did not derive many of its elements from Greek philosophy, as most 
thoughtful and informed students of religion and theology are quite 
ready to admit. When I am confronted with such current problems, 
I begin to wonder whether our humanistic heritage and our histori¬ 
cal and philological studies are perhaps more than just scholarly pur¬ 
suits, and contain serious philosophical implications whose impor¬ 
tance it is high time to develop, and to present to the public before 
the frightening impoverishment of our educational and cultural sys¬ 
tem has gone too far. 

Renaissance Platonism is in some of its aspects closely allied with 
humanism. It is responsible for the easy access we have to the works 
of Plato and other Platonist writers. It revived or kept alive the Pla- 
tonist tradition, which has as much right as any other in Western 
thought to be considered a philosophia perennis, and it represents 
within the history of Platonism one of its more important phases. In 
its general orientation and in some of its specific ideas, Renaissance 
Platonism is closely linked with the rationalist and idealist tradition 
in modern philosophy, and its influence may be recognized in many 
of the later phases of this tradition. This school of thought is still very 
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much alive in Europe, and although it has been somewhat out of fash¬ 
ion in the United States for the last generation or so, it may still re¬ 
gain some favor and vitality in the future. 

Renaissance Aristotelianism, which we have studied in the case of 
Pomponazzi, represents a very different attitude, but one that has 
been no less important in modern thought. It worked toward a clearer 
separation between philosophy and theology, and without arriving at 
a purely naturalistic or anti-religious position, it paved the way for 
such later movements in Western thought. 

Finally, the Renaissance philosophers of nature, in their brilliant 
and partly original attempts to formulate new systems, are the fore¬ 
runners of the speculative side of modern philosophy, which has been 
disciplined, but by no means extinguished, by the steady and success¬ 
ful progress of the natural and other sciences. 

I hope our hasty survey may also have suggested, if not proven, what 
I tried to indicate at its very beginning. That is, the philosophical 
thought of the Renaissance goes a long way to provide an intellectual 
background for the art, literature,'‘and other cultural manifestations 
of the period. Actually, a good deal of work has been done during the 
last few decades, on the part of historians of art and literature, to dis¬ 
cover the philosophical sources behind the iconography of Renais¬ 
sance art, and behind the imagery and thought in Renaissance poetry. 
These investigations are far from being completed, and the solidity 
of their results varies greatly from case to case. Yet some of the ex¬ 
amples presented, and the conclusions reached, are convincing, and 
others at least promising. We have learned to see Botticelli and Michel¬ 
angelo, and to read Marlowe and even Shakespeare, with greater pre¬ 
cision because we now understand that some of their images and 
thoughts are not merely vague ornaments, but specific expressions of 
ideas then current; and our enjoyment of their work does not seem 
to have suffered from this insight. For the historian of philosophy who 
tries to read and interpret the writings of Renaissance thinkers, the 
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service he may thus be doing his fellow historians of literature and 
art is certainly an incentive, and almost a duty. 

Another important aspect is the role of Renaissance philosophy 
within the history of Western thought. The philosophical importance 
of the great thinkers of antiquity and of the seventeenth century has 
never been questioned, and the significance of the medieval philoso¬ 
phers of the twelfth, thirteenth, and early fourteenth centuries has 
been increasingly recognized during the last fifty or eighty years. In 
a sense, the thought of the thirteenth century and that of the seven¬ 
teenth are comparable because each of them represents a compact in¬ 
tellectual achievement with a great unity and solidity of style. The 
thought of the intervening period lacks such unity and compactness. 
It is a period of fermentation, in which many new sources were assim¬ 
ilated, and many new ideas, or new combinations of old ideas, were 
proposed and tried out. Yet if we wish to understand why the philoso¬ 
phy of the seventeenth century was as different from that of the thir¬ 
teenth as it was, and why it was possible to pass from one to the other, 
we must study the intellectual development of the intervening cen¬ 
turies. It is Renaissance thought, through its diversified and even cha¬ 
otic efforts, that brought about the gradual disintegration of medieval 
philosophy and prepared the way for the rise of modern philosophy; 
it is Renaissance thought, therefore, that accounts for the difference 
between the one century and the other, in sources and literary style, 
in terminology and problems, if not in methods and solutions. For the 
student of philosophy who also has a scholarly curiosity about the his¬ 
tory of philosophy, this development offers special attractions: the 
subject is not yet very much explored, and the opportunity to discover 
new texts, to read even printed texts for the first time after centuries, 
and to replace traditional but erroneous formulas and interpretations 
with more correct ones that can be documented from the sources, has 
a fascination all of its own. 

Apart from the influence Renaissance philosophy may have exerted 
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on the thought of later centuries, and on the civilization of its own 
time, and apart from the place it may occupy in the historical evolu¬ 
tion of Western philosophy, I should like to stress the intrinsic inter¬ 
est that the study of this subject, and the study of the whole history 
of philosophy, may hold for the student of philosophy. It is justified 
not merely by the broadening effect that this travel in time has upon 
our mind, as has the travel to other countries, offering us different 
alternatives in addition to the familiar ones of current thought, and 
helping us to see our own accustomed modes of thinking in their 
proper perspective. It is justified, too, because any genuine system of 
thought, just as any serious work of art, represents a specific and 
unique essence that deserves to be contemplated and absorbed before 
we can analyze and criticize it. Such a thought has an eternal quality, 
and perhaps Pico was right after all in claiming that every philosophy 
represents an aspect, or contains a part, of that universal truth at which 
we all aim, and of which each of us is permitted to see but one part, 
or at best, a few aspects. 
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The Medieval Antecedents of 
Renaissance Humanism 


A discussion of the medieval antecedents or background of the Re¬ 
naissance, or any Renaissance phenomenon, might easily seem to give 
aid and comfort to those medievalists who have been taking the line 
that every aspect traditionally associated with the Renaissance is also 
found in the Middle Ages, or at least that everything of any worth in 
the Renaissance is basically medieval. I do not think that this line is 
tenable. If we wish to insist that there was no sudden break between 
the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, but a kind of continuity, we 
must also understand that continuity is not the same thing as stability, 
but may involve a good deal of gradual change and cumulative in¬ 
novation. If this were not so, we could not possibly understand why 
the world looked so different in 1600 from its appearance in 1300. 

This change is due partly to the change of succeeding generations 
(a factor usually forgotten by those theorists who enquire about the 
causes of historical change), and in part to a number of important 
events that are too well known to require special comment, such as 
the invention of printing, the discovery of America, and the Refor¬ 
mation. There was a constant change of style and fashion that gives 
not only to the Renaissance period as a whole, but also to many shorter 
periods within it, their peculiar physiognomy. And although each 
European country and region made its own specific contributions to 
the common civilization of the whole medieval and Renaissance 
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period, and although this civilization continued to be in many ways 
universal or international, it is a significant fact that during the Middle 
Ages, as again in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, most of 
the intellectual and cultural movements of the West had their center 
of irradiation in France, whereas in the period between 1350 and 1600 
a similar position of leadership was held by Italy. Finally, if we look 
for the medieval antecedents of certain significant Renaissance de¬ 
velopments, we must be prepared to find them not in the most famous 
and most frequently studied aspects of medieval intellectual history, 
but in certain minor and secondary aspects that seem to be rather un¬ 
important within the context of their own time, but acquire a special 
significance as the modest beginnings of ideas, and modes of think¬ 
ing, that came to full maturity only during the subsequent period— 
just as the water that rises with the crest of the wave does not come 
from the crest of the preceding wave, but rather from the intervening 
trough. Thus it is easy to contrast medieval scholasticism and Renais¬ 
sance humanism, as has been done so often, but I do not think that it 
is at all possible to derive the latter from the former. If we seek medie¬ 
val sources and antecedents for Renaissance humanism, we must try 
to find something like medieval humanism. For this purpose, it is not 
enough to give the term humanism some arbitrary or Pickwickian 
meaning, and to call the great scholastic theologian St. Thomas Aqui¬ 
nas a medieval humanist, or a Christian humanist, or a true humanist, 
as several distinguished historians have recently done. We must rather 
try to understand, not what humanism should have been if it were 
to look good by modern standards, but what Renaissance h uman ism 
really was, and then ask the perfectly legitimate question whether this 
specific phenomenon, Renaissance humanism, had any antecedents 
in the Middle Ages, and what they were. 

To understand Renaissance humanism, or to give a satisfactory defi¬ 
nition of it, is not so easy as we may wish. Of course, we should begin 
by discarding the contemporary notion of humanism, which indicates, 
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in a rather hazy fashion, any kind of emphasis on human values and 
human problems. Much of the recent discussion on Renaissance hu¬ 
manism has suffered from the conscious or unconscious use of the 
modern overtones of the term, and the result has been a good deal of 
confusion. Yet even if we avoid this trap, the difficulty remains great 
enough. In recent years the controversy over the meaning of Renais¬ 
sance humanism has been almost as complex and confusing as that 
over the Renaissance itself. Some historians have associated Renais¬ 
sance humanism with certain political, theological, and philosophical 
ideas, and speak of civic humanism, or of Christian or religious hu¬ 
manism, or extend the term to include the entire body of secular 
thought and philosophy produced during the Renaissance period. 
Others, following a tradition that goes back to the nineteenth century, 
have considered Renaissance humanism primarily for its contributions 
to classical scholarship or to the development of literature. To compli¬ 
cate matters even further, Renaissance humanism has been associated 
with paganism, or with Protestantism, or with Catholicism, and conse¬ 
quently it has been debated whether humanism was superseded by the 
Protestant and Catholic Reformation, or changed its complexion as a 
result of these events, or continued to live in its original form. 

Most of these views, though incompatible with one another and sub¬ 
ject to criticism, seem to contain some nucleus of truth. I cannot go 
into a full discussion of them here, but shall try instead to present 
my own view of the matter. I have tried to find a formula that would 
do justice to most, if not all, aspects and achievements of Renaissance 
humanism, and at the same time come as close as possible to what the 
Renaissance itself understood by the term humanist. For the term hu¬ 
manism was coined in the early nineteenth century, but the term hu¬ 
manist ( humanista ) goes back to the late fifteenth century and was in 
common use during the sixteenth. From the documents of the period 
it appears beyond any doubt that the later Renaissance understood by 
a humanist a teacher or student of the humanities, of the studia hu- 
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manitatis. For the term studia humanitatis is even older than the term 
humanist, which was derived from it. It appears in the writings of an¬ 
cient Roman authors such as Cicero and Gellius, and was taken over 
from them by fourteenth-century scholars such as Salutati (see p. 170, 
n. 24). In this ancient usage, the humanities stood for a kind of liberal 
education, that is, for a literary education worthy of a gentleman. 

In the fifteenth century, the term studia humanitatis acquired a 
more precise and technical meaning, and appears in university and 
school documents as well as in classification schemes for libraries. The 
studia humanitatis were then defined as comprising five subjects: 
grammar, rhetoric, poetry, history, and moral philosophy. In other 
words, in the language of the Renaissance, a humanist was a profes¬ 
sional representative of these disciplines, and we should try to under¬ 
stand Renaissance humanism primarily in terms of the professional 
ideals, intellectual interests, and literary productions of the humanists. 
It is true that many Renaissance humanists cherished the ideal of a 
universally educated person, and the humanist Vives designed an en¬ 
cyclopaedia of learning on humanist rather than scholastic principles. 
It is also true that many humanists, or scholars with a humanist train¬ 
ing, had strong interests in other subjects besides the humanities, and 
made significant contributions to these subjects. Yet it is important 
to realize that the professional home territory of the humanists was 
a well-defined and limited cycle of studies, which included a certain 
group of disciplines and excluded others. 

For the Renaissance had inherited from the later Middle Ages a 
highly articulated and specialized body of learning. The days of the 
seven liberal arts when the sum total of secular learning could be easily 
mastered by any competent student had been over for a long time. 
Their place had been taken, after the tremendous increase of learning 
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the introduction of large num¬ 
bers of scientific and philosophical texts translated from the Arabic 
and Greek, and the rise of advanced instruction in the universities dur- 
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ing the thirteenth century, by a number of specialized disciplines that 
were no longer mastered by the same persons, and hence developed 
each its own distinct tradition: theology, Roman and canon law, med¬ 
icine, mathematics, astronomy and astrology, logic and natural philos¬ 
ophy, and finally grammar and rhetoric. 

This articulation of learning that characterized the later Middle 
Ages still provided the backbone of instruction during the Renais¬ 
sance, although it underwent a number of changes and additions. In 
other words, if we want to understand the history of those learned dis¬ 
ciplines that did not belong to the humanities, we must study Renais¬ 
sance theology, jurisprudence, medicine, mathematics, logic, and natu¬ 
ral philosophy against the background of the medieval traditions in 
these fields, even though all these disciplines underwent some signifi¬ 
cant changes during the Renaissance, partly under the influence of hu¬ 
manism, and partly for other reasons. Thus the Aristotelian logic and 
natural philosophy of the Renaissance is linked with the scholastic 
Aristotelianism of the Middle Ages, and the same is true of the other 
disciplines just mentioned. Vice versa, if we look for the continuation 
of medieval Aristotelian logic or physics in the Renaissance, we have 
to explore Renaissance Aristotelianism, something that has not yet 
been done to a sufficient extent. When historians of science make the 
statement that Renaissance humanism retarded the progress of science 
by a century or two, the remark is completely beside the point. It is like 
saying that the progress of science in the twentieth century is being 
impeded by the literary critics or by the existentialist philosophers. 
The Renaissance, like the later Middle Ages, was a period of diversi¬ 
fied and often competing intellectual interests and traditions, and we 
cannot properly understand any thinker or movement unless we place 
them firmly where they belong within this system of intellectual co¬ 
ordinates. 

Thus I should like to take it for established that Renaissance hu¬ 
manism was often incidentally, but never primarily or consistently, 
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concerned with theology or speculative philosophy, with law or the 
natural sciences, and that therefore it cannot be closely associated with 
the medieval traditions of these other disciplines. It belonged basically 
to another school or department of learning. We must try to under¬ 
stand what the subject matter of the humanities was, and then we can 
ask the question what its medieval antecedents were. 

We have listed the names of the five humanistic disciplines, but it 
might be good to explain the specific meanings of the terms as then 
understood, since they often differ from the ordinary usage of our own 
time. The teaching of the first subject, grammar, included, as it does 
now, the formal rules governing the use of the language; but, in addi¬ 
tion, it involved the elements of Latin that the schoolboy had to learn 
as a preliminary tool for all other studies, since Latin continued to 
serve as the language, not only of the Church, but also of scholarship 
and university instruction, and of international conversation and cor¬ 
respondence. Hence it was of vital importance for any professional 
person to be able not only to read Latin, but to vvrlte and speak it. 
Moreover, ever since classical antiquity it had been the task of the 
grammar teacher to read with his students the standard Roman poets 
and prose writers. With the fourteenth century, the study of poetry 
begins to be separated from that of grammar, and gra mm ar tends to 
be confined to a more elementary level. The study of poetry clearly 
had a twofold purpose, as we learn from a number of documents. The 
student was taught to read and understand the classical Latin poets, 
and at the same time he learned to write Latin poetry. The two tasks 
were almost inseparable, for the ability to write Latin verse was ac¬ 
quired and developed through a close study and imitation of the an¬ 
cient Latin models. In other words, neither aspect of the humanist 
study of poetry was concerned with vernacular poetry, and the human¬ 
ist concept of poetry and the poet was far removed from the ideas to 
which Romantic and modern theories of aesthetics and literary criti¬ 
cism have accustomed us. When Petrarch was crowned as a poet on the 
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Capitol, the event must be understood in terms of this humanist con¬ 
cept of poetry, as we may learn from the oration Petrarch gave on that 
occasion, and from the diploma bestowed on him. For the humanists, 
the concept of poetry, as we have tried to explain it, was of great im¬ 
portance. During the fifteenth century, before the term humanist had 
been coined, humanists were usually known by the name of poets, al¬ 
though many of them would hardly deserve the label by modern stan¬ 
dards. This notion also may help us to understand why the defense of 
poetry, one of the favorite topics of early humanist literature, involved 
a defense of humanist learning as a whole. 

No less important than poetry was the humanist study of rhetoric or 
oratory, and again the humanists were very often identified as orators, 
or as both poets and orators, before the term humanist had come into 
use. In a sense, the study of rhetoric was the study of prose literature, as 
distinct from die study of poetry, and consisted in an analogous fash¬ 
ion in the reading and interpretation of the ancient Latin prose writers, 
and in the exercise and practice of Latin prose composition through 
the imitation of ancient models. In the study of rhetoric, heavy empha¬ 
sis was placed upon two branches of prose literature that had a much 
broader practical importance and application than any of the poetic 
genres ever possessed: the letter and the speech. 

In the Renaissance as in other periods, the letter was not merely a ve¬ 
hicle of personal communication, but also a literary genre that served 
a variety of other purposes: news reports, political manifestos or mes¬ 
sages, short treatises on scholarly, philosophical, or other learned sub¬ 
jects—all were cast in the form of letters. The humanist was a man 
trained to write well, and when he did not choose to become a school 
or university teacher of his subject, the most common and lucrative 
career open to him was to become the chancellor of a republic or city, 
or the secretary of a prince or other prominent person. In such posi¬ 
tions, it was his chief task to act as a ghost writer for private or official 
letters, and his services were highly valued, since he composed these 
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letters in the style that the taste of the time demanded, and thus helped 
to maintain the cultural and social prestige of his patron. 

Of almost equal practical importance was the literary genre of the 
oration. Historians have often said that die humanists composed their 
speeches to indulge their personal vanity, and thus forced their audi¬ 
ences to listen unwillingly to their long-winded discourses. This view 
is quite mistaken, although I should not wish to deny that the human¬ 
ist tended to be rather vain. The documents show that in the Renais¬ 
sance, and especially in fifteenth-century Italy, public oratory was a 
favorite form of entertainment, comparable to the role played at the 
same time or in other times by musical or theatrical performances, or 
recitals of poetry. Moreover, Italian society had developed a variety of 
occasions on which a public speech came to be demanded as a neces¬ 
sary element of the program. A speech was required for the funeral or 
wedding of prominent persons, for a number of public ceremonies 
such as the inauguration of a magistrate or the welcome given to a dis¬ 
tinguished foreign visitor, and for academic exercises such as the open¬ 
ing of the school year or a course of lectures, and the conferring of a 
degree, to mention but a few of the most common genres. No wonder 
that the extant literature of humanist speeches is so large, and yet it ob¬ 
viously represents but a small portion of what was actually composed 
and delivered. Again, the humanist was the person trained to speak 
well, and was in demand as a writer of speeches that were to be deliv¬ 
ered either by himself or by others. Hence the humanist chancellors 
and secretaries were supposed to compose speeches as well as letters for 
their patrons or employers, and since it was customary for an ambassa¬ 
dor to begin his mission with a public speech in the name of his gov¬ 
ernment, we often find a humanist acting, if not as the chief ambassa¬ 
dor, at least as one of the subordinate members of the mission. 

The fourth subject among the studia humanitatis, history, had tradi¬ 
tionally been linked with oratory, and during the Renaissance, too, it 
was usually taught as a part of oratory. The ancient historians were 
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among the favorite prose authors studied in the schools, and again the 
practical purpose of imitation was linked with the study of the texts. It 
was customary for princes, governments, and cities to commission a 
humanist to write their history, and the job of the official historiogra¬ 
pher was often combined with that of the chancellor or the teacher of 
rhetoric. After the middle of the fifteenth century, this practice was 
imitated by foreign princes, and we find a number of Italian human¬ 
ists serving foreign kings as their official biographers or historians, and 
sometimes also as their secretaries. 

The fifth and last branch of the studio, humanitatis, moral philoso¬ 
phy, is in a sense the most important, and the only one that belongs to 
the domain of philosophy. It is to their interest in moral philosophy 
that the humanists primarily owe their place in the history of philoso¬ 
phy, apart from their work as scholars and writers. For much of the 
work of the humanists had nothing to do with philosophy, and much 
of the philosophical thought of the Renaissance falls outside the area 
of humanism, as we have tried to define it. Hence I am reluctant to 
identify humanism with the philosophy of the Renaissance, as some 
other scholars have tended to do. The claim that diey were moral phi¬ 
losophers was made by the humanists since the time of Petrarch, and 
some of them actually occupied university chairs of moral philosophy, 
along with those of rhetoric and poetry. 

When the humanists were prompted by the attacks of narrow¬ 
minded theologians to defend their studies, they insisted upon their 
concern with moral and human problems, and claimed to provide a 
moral as well as an intellectual training for the young, a claim that is 
also expressed in the ambitious term studio humanitatis. Hence it 
should not surprise us to find a strong moralistic note in the humanist 
study of history and of ancient literature, and to notice that the hu¬ 
manists’ orations and other writings are studded with moral maxims. 
Yet the main expression of this aspect of humanism is found in the 
large body of moral treatises and dialogues that deal with a great va- 
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riety of topics. There are treatises on happiness or the highest good, 
echoing the ethical systems of ancient philosophers, and on particular 
virtues, vices, and passions. Other works deal with the duties of a 
prince, a magistrate, or a citizen; of particular professions; and of 
women and married life. Other favorite topics are the education of 
children; the origin of nobility; the relative merits of the various arts, 
sciences, and professions, and of the active and contemplative life; the 
dignity of man; and the relation between fortune, fate, and free will. 

The views presented in these treatises are rarely original, often inter¬ 
esting, and always historically important. In accordance with the in¬ 
terests of the humanists, the concern for erudition and literary ele¬ 
gance was at least as great as for the formulation of precise ideas. 
Personal opinions and observations of contemporary life are inter¬ 
mingled with repetitions or restatements of ancient philosophical theo¬ 
ries. With reference to ancient thought, the tendency was rather eclec¬ 
tic, and the humanists borrowed more or less freely from many au¬ 
thors and schools. Yet there are also significant attempts at reviving 
and adapting the positions of specific authors or schools. Even Aris¬ 
totle, whom the humanists took over from the scholastics but placed 
into a different context, had his admirers and defenders, whereas the 
moral views of Plato and the Neoplatonists, and of the Stoics, Epicu¬ 
reans, and Sceptics, were more widely discussed and more frequently 
endorsed than had been possible in the preceding centuries. Thus hu¬ 
manist scholarship, if it did not produce a body of systematic ideas, had 
a fermenting effect in the field of moral thought, and supplied a large 
mass of secular ideas that were to influence the following centuries, 
and were by no means eliminated by the Reformation, as is so often 
believed. 

So far we have tried to follow the cycle of the studia humanitatis, 
and to circumscribe in this fashion the intellectual range of Renais¬ 
sance humanism as we find it expressed in the professional activities 
and literary compositions of the humanists. I hope it has become evi- 
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dent that the result of these activities represents a peculiar and unique 
combination of intellectual interests that left its impact upon the entire 
period, even outside the area of the humanist studies. The concern for 
moral and human problems, the literary ideal of eloquence and poetry, 
the scholarly study of the classical writers who served as indispensable 
models of imitation, all these factors were combined in the work of the 
humanists in such a way that the separate threads are often very hard 
to disentangle. We have discussed the humanists’ classical studies pri¬ 
marily with reference to the Latin classics. We must now add a few 
words about the role and development of Greek studies during the 
Renaissance. 

The place of Greek in Renaissance humanism is somewhat different 
from that of Latin, and some of the conflicting opinions about the 
classical scholarship of the Renaissance are due to the attention schol¬ 
ars have paid either to the Latin or to the Greek scholarship of the pe¬ 
riod. Latin as a living language of scholarship and literature was in¬ 
herited, after all, from the medieval period, during which the study of 
Latin grammar and the reading of at least some Roman classical au¬ 
thors had never been interrupted since ancient times. Consequently, 
the innovations brought about by the humanists in the field of Latin 
studies may seem to be less radical, although it would be wrong to un¬ 
derestimate their vast contributions: the attempt to reform the written 
use of Latin, to cleanse it from “barbaric” usages, and to bring it back 
as close as possible to ancient classical practice; the great increase in the 
number of ancient Roman texts that were now read and studied, com¬ 
mented upon, copied and printed; and the vast production of a Neo- 
Latin poetry and prose literature, in a great variety of genres, that was 
extremely successful and influential in its own time and down to the 
eighteenth century. 

In the field of Greek studies, these medieval precedents were almost 
completely absent. Throughout the medieval centuries, there was no 
continuity of Greek instruction anywhere in the West; Greek books 
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were almost non-existent in Western libraries, except for those regions 
in southern Italy and Sicily where Greek continued to be spoken; the 
number of scholars who learned Greek was small, and the texts that 
were translated from Greek into Latin between the eleventh and the 
early fourteenth century were either theological, or limited to the same 
fields that had characterized the Arabic reception of Greek culture, 
namely the sciences and pseudo-sciences, Aristotelian philosophy, and 
some Neoplatonic philosophy. In the field of Greek studies, therefore, 
the humanist contribution was much more incisive than in Latin, and 
it made itself felt only during what we might call the second phase of 
Renaissance humanism. Its result was the introduction of Greek in¬ 
struction into the Western universities and secondary schools, and the 
gradual diffusion, study, translation, and interpretation of the entire 
body of ancient Greek literature. Western scholars now became ac¬ 
quainted, not only with Greek scientific writings or with Aristotle, 
but also with the other Greek philosophers, with the poets, orators, 
and historians, and even with a large part of Greek patristic literature. 
The Middle Ages surely knew Vergil and Ovid, Cicero and Aristotle; 
but we are indebted to Renaissance humanism for the fact that we also 
know Lucretius and Tacitus, Homer and Sophocles, Plato and Plo¬ 
tinus. 

Yet important as these contributions to Greek scholarship were, they 
did not have the scope and influence of the innovations in Latin stud¬ 
ies. Even in the Renaissance, fewer people knew Greek than Latin, 
and fewer still knew Greek as well as Latin. Consequently, the Greek 
authors were more widely diffused in Latin translations or bilingual 
(Greek and Latin) editions than in their original texts as such. More¬ 
over, the cases when Western humanists attempted to write in Greek 
were extremely rare, and the practical need for Greek correspondence 
largely disappeared with the fall of Constantinople in 1453. The study 
of Greek language and literature thus had from the very beginning a 
much more purely scholarly character than that of Latin; it lacked the 
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broad practical and literary significance that the study of Latin con¬ 
tinued to possess for several more centuries. 

In the light of what I have tried to show, it will be easily understood 
when I say that the literature produced by the humanists is full of sig¬ 
nificant ideas, but that there is no single philosophical or theological 
idea, let alone any set of ideas, that is common to all Renaissance hu¬ 
manists. Whenever we encounter an interesting opinion in the work 
of a humanist, we must be prepared to find the very opposite idea de¬ 
fended by another humanist, or even by the same humanist in some 
other passage. Moreover, a large area of humanist literature is not rele¬ 
vant to the history of philosophy at all: for example, the humanists’ 
poetry and historiography, their translations and commentaries, and 
much of their oratory. Hence all recent attempts to define civic hu¬ 
manism or Christian humanism may be valid for a specific group of 
humanists, but cannot help us to understand the humanist movement 
as a whole. For a good deal of humanist literature is not civic, but des¬ 
potic, or unrelated to political thought; and a good deal is not Chris¬ 
tian, but unrelated to the subject matter of religion. The study of the 
humanities had become professionalized, as jurisprudence, medicine, 
mathematics, logic, and natural philosophy had been for some time. 
Except for those humanist writings that deal explicitly with religious 
or theological subjects, humanist literature is Christian only in the 
sense that it was written by Christians—just as Thomas Aquinas is not 
a Christian philosopher, as Gilson wants us to think, but a Christian 
theologian and an Aristotelian philosopher. In making these state¬ 
ments, I do not wish to imply that Renaissance humanism was in any 
sense pagan, or anti-Christian, as it has often been called. It did not op¬ 
pose religion or theology on its own ground; rather, it created a large 
body of secular learning, literature, and thought that coexisted with 
theology and religion. 

Having described Renaissance humanism as objectively as I can, I 
shall now try to answer the question what its medieval antecedents 
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were. In part, the answer is implied in what I have said, but I shall at¬ 
tempt to formulate it more explicitly. In my opinion, there are basi¬ 
cally three medieval traditions that contributed to the rise of Renais¬ 
sance humanism: the ars dictaminis of medieval Italy; the study of 
grammar, poetry, and the classical Roman authors as it had been cul¬ 
tivated in the schools of medieval France; and the study of classical 
Greek language, literature, and philosophy as it had been pursued in 
the Byzantine Empire. 

The ars dictaminis was the theory and practice of letter-writing, 
which occupied an important place in medieval education and learn¬ 
ing, at least after the middle of the eleventh century. Just as the notary 
was trained with the help of rules and models to compose contracts 
and other legal documents in a proper form, so the secretaries or chan¬ 
cellors of popes and bishops, of princes and cities, were trained to com¬ 
pose state and business letters with the help of rules adapted from an¬ 
cient rhetoric, and models that were either fictitious or based on fa¬ 
mous contemporary examples. The practical side of the matter was 
taken care of by classifying the letters according to their content or 
purpose, but there also developed a concern for stylistic standards of 
diction and composition. This concern extended, too, to private and 
personal correspondence, probably because illiteracy was widespread 
even among the upper classes, and the trained “dictator” had many 
occasions to supply upon request, and probably for pay, a love letter 
or a personal message. On account of its great practical importance, 
the ars dictaminis tended in many schools to take the place of rhetoric, 
an ancient subject that was much broader in scope, but also more ab¬ 
stract and theoretical. 

The development of the ars dictaminis can be traced in many Euro¬ 
pean countries, and a large body of literature connected with it has 
been preserved that originated in Germany, Spain, and especially 
France. However, in this field as well as in medicine and law, medieval 
Italy acquired and maintained a position of exceptional importance, 
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which may be credited to the proximity of the papal Curia, to the rise 
of the city republics, and to the links between the dictamen and the 
flourishing study of law. In the thirteenth century, the dictamen was 
extended in scope and importance by the addition of another related 
study, the ars arengandi. The purpose of this study was to teach the 
composition of public speeches, again with the help of both rules and 
models. This technical development of secular eloquence was peculiar 
to Italy, and it was obviously connected with the public life of the city 
republics, and with the developing customs and institutions of the vari¬ 
ous governments and university communities. From the thirteenth 
century on, there appears an increasing body of speech models and of 
speech rules, and in this literature, which was at first scanty and hum¬ 
ble, we find already most of the genres that were to characterize the 
oratory of the humanists: the funeral and the wedding speech, the am¬ 
bassador’s speech, the opening lecture, and the graduation speech. This 
literary development begins some time before the rise of Renaissance 
humanism, and some of the oratory even continues for a while in its 
medieval pattern after the appearance of the humanistic movement. 
Yet I find it necessary to conclude that the humanists, at least in some 
important aspects of their work, were the successors of the medieval 
dictatores. They inherited the same professional positions as chancel¬ 
lors and secretaries that their predecessors had held, and they inherited 
the two literary genres that were connected with these professions, and 
that continued to be of great practical importance: the letter and the 
speech. 

Nevertheless, the letters and speeches of the medieval chancellors, 
though composed for similar occasions and purposes, were quite dif¬ 
ferent in style and diction from those of the humanists, and they 
lacked almost entirely what was to be the special pride of the human¬ 
ists: their classical elegance and erudition. If we want to find the 
medieval sources for the humanist study of classical Latin literature, 
we have to look in another direction. The elementary study of Latin 
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grammar, along with the reading of a few classical writers, consti¬ 
tuted, of course, the irreducible core of medieval school instruction, in 
Italy and elsewhere. However, the more advanced study of the Latin 
poets and prose writers, and the effort to imitate them in the composi¬ 
tion of verse and prose, had been a specialty of the Northern schools 
ever since Carolingian times, and especially of the French cathedral 
schools. Up to the twelfth and even to the thirteenth century, the 
school documents, library catalogues, commentaries on Latin classical 
authors, and exercises in Latin poetry—in other words, the entire body 
of our evidence—points in the same Northern direction. Yet with the 
rise of scholasticism and of the University of Paris in the thirteenth 
century, classical and literary studies began to decline in France. 

At the very end of the thirteenth century, they begin to appear in 
Italy, where up to then they had not flourished very much. From that 
time on, Italy produced without interruption an ever-increasing body 
of classical manuscripts and commentaries, and of Latin poetry and 
prose inspired by the imitation of classical models. At the same time, 
the teaching of poetry and of the Roman classical writers entered more 
and more firmly into the curriculum of the Italian universities, and 
took an ever-increasing share in secondary education. When this study 
of poetry, newly imported from France, was combined with, and 
grafted upon, the medieval Italian tradition of formal rhetoric, letter¬ 
writing, and speech-making, Renaissance humanism in many of its 
characteristic features appeared on the scene. This happened very early 
in the fourteenth century, if not before, with Albertino Mussato in 
Padua and Giovanni del Virgilio in Bologna. Petrarch was not the 
father of humanism, nor the first humanist, but merely the first great 
representative of a movement that had begun at least one generation 
before his time. 

Before Renaissance humanism attained its full stature, one more fac¬ 
tor was to be added: the study of Greek. During the fourteenth cen¬ 
tury, most Italian humanists knew little or no Greek, and there was 
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hardly any teaching of Greek. Neither Petrarch nor Salutati knew 
Greek to speak of, and their learning is entirely based on Latin sources, 
or on Greek writings available in Latin translations. A first modest 
beginning was made around 1360, when Boccaccio arranged for Le¬ 
ontius Pilatus to give a few public lessons of Greek and to translate 
Homer into Latin. More important were the activities of the distin¬ 
guished Byzantine scholar Manuel Chrysoloras, who taught at Flor¬ 
ence and other Italian universities at the very end of the fourteenth 
century. After 1400, Greek instruction was more or less continuously 
available at many Italian universities, and after the middle of the fif¬ 
teenth century, the study of Greek began to spread to the other West¬ 
ern countries. The earliest teachers of Greek were either the Byzantine 
scholars who had begun to come to Italy long before the fall of Con¬ 
stantinople, but whose number greatly increased after that disastrous 
event, or Italian scholars who had studied in Constantinople under 
Byzantine professors, as was the case of Guarino and Filelfo. All these 
scholars carried with them to the West entire libraries of Greek classi¬ 
cal manuscripts, and helped to establish in the various Western schools 
centers of Greek learning that were to last for many centuries, some¬ 
times to the present day. 

Thus we many say without exaggeration that the Greek learning of 
the Renaissance humanists, which constituted such an important part 
of their contribution, was to some extent a heritage of the Byzantine 
Middle Ages. For in the Greek East there had been a more or less con¬ 
tinuous tradition of Greek classical learning all through the Middle 
Ages. Whereas the spoken language moved as far away from ancient 
Greek as the Romance languages departed from Latin, classical Greek 
continued to be taught, read, and written. Homer, Plato, and other 
classical authors were copied, read, and commented upon, and thus 
preserved. The impact of this tradition on Renaissance learning in the 
West has not yet been sufficiently explored. Yet the first Greek gram¬ 
mars published for Western students were written by Byzantine schol- 
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ars, or by Italian scholars trained in Constantinople. The selection and 
sequence of the Greek authors read in the schools and printed for stu¬ 
dents seems to reflect Byzantine practice. And the range of the Byzan¬ 
tine curriculum, in which Aristode was studied along with Plato and 
the poets, and philosophy along with grammar and rhetoric (to the 
comparative neglect of the study of logic and natural philosophy), re¬ 
sembles the cycle of the studia humanitatis rather than the full curricu¬ 
lum of the medieval and Renaissance universities in the West. 

I have tried to show, as briefly as possible, that the medieval anteced¬ 
ents of Renaissance humanism are not to be found in the traditions of 
scholastic philosophy and theology, where some historians have tried 
to fin d them, but rather in three other traditions that occupy a much 
more margi na l place in the customary picture of medieval civilization: 
Italian practical rhetoric, French grammar and poetry, and Byzan¬ 
tine Greek learning. Each of these three traditions probably deserves 
greater attention and emphasis in medieval studies than it has some¬ 
times received. 

However, I do not wish to give the impression that Renaissance hu¬ 
manism, because it was indebted to these medieval antecedents, was 
nothing but medieval dictamen or French grammar or Byzantine 
learning. Even when we are concerned with the different phases of a 
single tradition, the later phases always contain new and different fea¬ 
tures not entirely reducible to their precedents—a fact that is easily for¬ 
gotten on account of the tendency of most modern historians to study 
only the first beginnings of a development, and to ignore its continua¬ 
tion and later phases. In our particular case, the very fact that three 
different currents came to be merged will suggest that the resulting 
stream was much bigger and richer than its tributaries and conse¬ 
quently quite different from them. 

These contributing sources do account to some extent for the general 
pattern of Renaissance humanism, but they do not account for the ac¬ 
tual wealth and quality of its literary production, for the specific im- 
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pact of the various classical forms and ideas that were circulated in its 
wake, or for the new ideas that arose and developed within this gen¬ 
eral framework. They do not account for the high standing and pres¬ 
tige the studia humamtatis attained during the Renaissance period, or 
for the manifold influences it had on all aspects of Renaissance civili¬ 
zation, on the arts and literature, philosophy, the sciences and all 
other branches of learning, religion and theology, moral and political 
thought and practice. Yet these sources, in conjunction, do explain the 
general framework within which Renaissance humanism developed; 
they even account for some of its limitations, such as its failure to over¬ 
throw and replace, to the great surprise of many historians, the elabo¬ 
rate structure of scholasticism and university learning. For humanism 
merely supplemented and modified the medieval traditions of the dis¬ 
ciplines outside the humanities, and it is only in this sense that hu¬ 
manism marked a new phase in the history of theology and jurispru¬ 
dence, speculative philosophy, and the natural sciences. 
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1. Petrarch, Le traite De sui ipsius et multorum ignorantia, ed. L. M. Capelli (Paris, 
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title Mystica Aegyptiorum et Chaldaeorum a Platone voce tradita, ab Aristotele excepta 
et conscripta philosophia (sic ). 

11. Several short treatises dealing with Plato and Aristotle are appended to the Nova 
de universis philosophia (1591). On the title page they are referred to as follows: 
Capita demum multa in quibus Plato concors, Aristoteles vero Catholicae fidei adver- 
sarius ostenditur. 
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York, 1963); G. Toffanin, Storia delVumanesimo, 3 vols. (Bologna, 1950); P. O. 
Kristeller, Studies in Renaissance Thought and Letters (Rome, 1956); P. O. Kris- 
teller, Renaissance Thought (New York, 1961); E. Garin, ha cultura filosofica 
del Rinascimento italiano (Florence, 1961). 

Collections of texts: E. Garin, ed., Prosatori latini del Quattrocento (Milan, 
1952), in Latin and Italian; E. Cassirer, P. O. Kristeller, and J. H. Randall, Jr., 
eds., The Renaissance Philosophy of Man (Chicago, 1948), in English. 

For important related aspects of Renaissance thought and learning, see G. 
Voigt, Die Wiederbelebung des classischen Alterthums, 3d ed., 2 vols. (Berlin, 
1893); R. Sabbadini, he scoperte dei codici latini e greci ne* secoli XIV e XV, 2 
vols. (Florence, 1905-14); J. E. Sandys, A History of Classical Scholarship, Vol. 
II (Cambridge, 1908); L. Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Sci¬ 
ence, 8 vols. (New York, 1923-58); L. Thorndike, Science and Thought in the 
Fifteenth Century (New York, 1929); D. P. Walker, Spiritual and Demonic 
Magic from Ficino to Campanella (London, 1958); Paolo Rossi, Clavis Univer¬ 
salis: Arti mnemoniche e logica combinatoria da hullo a heibniz (Milan, i960); 
E. von Aster, Raum und Zeit in der Geschichte der Philosophic und Physi\ 
(Munich, 1922); Max Jammer, Concepts of Space (Cambridge, Mass., 1954, and 
New York, i960); A. Koyre, From the Closed World to the Infinite Universe 
(New York, 1958). 


chapter 1. Petrarch 

For a bibliography of recent studies on humanism, see P. O. Kristeller, 
“Studies on Renaissance Humanism During the Last Twenty Years,” Studies 
in the Renaissance, IX (1962), 7-30; C. Trinkaus, art., “Humanism,” Encyclo¬ 
pedia of World Art, Vol. VII (New York, 1963), cols. 701-43. See especially C. 
Trinkaus, Adversity's Noblemen (New York, 1940); W. Riiegg, Cicero und der 
Humanismus (Zurich, 1946); H. Baron, The Crisis of the Early Italian Renais¬ 
sance, 2 vols. (Princeton, N.J., 1955); B. L. Ullman, Studies in the Italian Re¬ 
naissance (Rome, 1955); T. E. Mommsen, Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 
ed. E. F. Rice (Ithaca, N.Y., 1959). 

Editions of Petrarch texts: Of the Edizione Nazionale, only certain volumes 
have appeared, notably he Familiari, ed. V. Rossi and U. Bosco, 4 vols. (Flor¬ 
ence, 1933-42), and Rerum Memorandarum Libri, ed. G. Billanovich (Flor¬ 
ence, 1943). For other texts, see the important collection of Petrarch’s Prose, ed. 
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G. Martellotti et al. (Milan and Naples, 1955); Le traite De sui ipsius et multo - 
rum ignorantia, ed. L. M. Capelli (Paris, 1906); R. Weiss, Un inedito Petrar- 
chesco (Rome, 1950). For other Latin writings, the Opera (Basel, 1581) must 
still be used. Petrarch’s Secret was translated into English by W. H. Draper 
(London, 1911), and his De ignorantia, with excellent notes, by H. Nachod (in 
E. Cassirer et al., eds., The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, Chicago, 1948, pp. 
47 -I 33 )> w ^° added the letter on the ascent of Mont Ventoux (pp. 36-46) and 
some other letters. 

For Petrarch’s life and works, see Edward H. R. Tatham, Francesco Petrarca, 
2 vols. (London, 1925-26); U. Bosco, Petrarca (Turin, 1946); numerous studies 
by Ernest H. Wilkins, especially Studies in the Life and Wor\s of Petrarch 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1955) and Life of Petrarch (Chicago, 1961); M. Bishop, 
Petrarch and His World (Bloomington, Ind., 1963). For Petrarch’s culture, see 
P. De Nolhac, Petrarque et Vhumanisme, 2 vols., 2d ed. (Paris, 1907); P. De 
Nolhac, “De patrum et medii aevi scriptorum codicibus in bibliotheca Petrarcae 
olim collectis,” Revue des Bibliotheques, II (1892), 241-79; G. Billanovich, Pe¬ 
trarca letterato, vol. 1: Lo scrittoio del Petrarca (Rome, 1947). F° r specific as¬ 
pects of Petrarch’s thought, see P. P. Gerosa, L! umanesimo agostiniano del 
Petrarca (Turin, 1927); Elena Razzoli, Agostinismo e religiosita del Petrarca 
(Milan, 1937); K. Heitmann, Fortuna und Virtus: Fine Studie zu Petrarcas 
Lebensweisheit (Cologne and Graz, 1958). See also J. H. Whitfield, Petrarch 
and the Renascence (Oxford, 1943). For further literature on Petrarch, and 
especially on his poetry, see N. Sapegno, 11 Trecento, 5th ed. (Milan, 1948). 


chapter 2. Walla 

Editions of texts: Opera omnia (Basel, 1540), reprinted with substantial addi¬ 
tions (2 vols., Turin, 1962); De libero arbitrio, ed. Maria Anfossi (Florence, 
1934). A critical edition of the Dialectica is being prepared by G. Zippel, and 
one of the De voluptate by Maristella Lorch. For Italian translations of De volup- 
tate and De libero arbitrio, see Scritti filosofici e religiosi, ed. G. Radetti (Flor¬ 
ence, 1953). The text and an Italian translation of the De libero arbitrio are also 
to be found in Garin’s Prosatori latini del Quattrocento, pp. 523-93. For an Eng¬ 
lish translation, see Christopher B. Coleman, The Treatise of Lorenzo Valla on 
the Donation of Constantine (New Haven, 1922). An English translation of the 
De libero arbitrio, with notes, by Charles Trinkaus, is in E. Cassirer et al., eds., 
The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, pp. 155-82. 
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For Valla’s life and works, see Girolamo Mancini, Vita di Lorenzo Valla 
(Florence, 1891); L. Barozzi and R. Sabbadini, Studi sul Panormita e sul Valla 
(Florence, 1891); Franco Gaeta, Lorenzo Valla (Naples, 1955). 


chapter 3. F icino 

For Renaissance Platonism, in addition to the works cited in the general bibli¬ 
ography, see Nesca A. Robb, Neoplatonism of the Italian Renaissance (London, 
1935); R. Klibansky, The Continuity of the Platonic Tradition During the 
Middle Ages (London, 1939 and 1950); John C. Nelson, Renaissance Theory 
of Love (New York, 1958). 

Editions of texts: Opera omnia, 2 vols. (Basel, 1576, and Turin, 1959); P. O. 
Kristeller, ed., Supplementum Ficinianum, 2 vols. (Florence, 1937); P* O. Kris- 
teller, Studies (1956), pp. 55-97, 146-50; Ficino, Commentaire sur le Banquet 
de Platon, ed. R. Marcel (Paris, 1956); Sears Jayne, John Colet and Marsilio Fi¬ 
cino (London, 1963). For English translations, see Marsilio Ficino, Commentary 
on Plato's Symposium, ed. and tr. Sears Jayne ( University of Missouri Studies, 
Vol. XIX, No. 1, Columbia, 1944); “Five Questions Concerning the Mind,” tr. 
Josephine Burroughs, in E. Cassirer et ah, eds., The Renaissance Philosophy of 
Man, pp. 193-212. 

For Ficino’s life, works, and influence, see A. Della Torre, Storia dell'Accade- 
mia Platonica di Firenze (Florence, 1902); A. M. J. Festugiere, La philosophic 
de Vamour de Marsile Ficin et son influence sur la litterature francaise au XVI e 
siecle (Paris, 1941); R. Marcel, Marsile Ficin (Paris, 1958). For his thought, see 
G. Saitta, Marsilio Ficino e la filosofia dell'umanesimo, 3d ed. (Bologna, 1954); 
P. O. Kristeller, The Philosophy of Marsilio Ficino, tr. Virginia Conant (New 
York, 1943); P. O. Kristeller, II pensiero filosofico di Marsilio Ficino (Florence, 
1953), t ^ ie same work revised and more fully documented; A. Chastel, Marsile 
Ficin et l'art (Paris, 1954); M. Schiavone, Problemi filosofici in Marsilio Ficino 
(Milan, 1957). 


chapter 4. Pico 

Editions of texts: De hominis dignitate, Heptaplus, De ente et uno, e Scritti 
vari, ed. E. Garin (Florence, 1942); Disputationes adversus astrologiam divina- 
tricem, ed. Garin, 2 vols. (Florence, 1946-52); Opera (Basel, 1572). For English 
translations, see Pico, His Life by His Nephew Giovanni Francesco Pico (and 
other writings), tr. Sir Thomas More, ed. J. M. Rigg (London, 1890); A Pla- 
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tonic\ Discourse upon Love, tr. Thomas Stanley (1651), ed. E. G. Gardner 
(Boston, 1914); Of Being and Unity, tr. V. M. Hamm (Milwaukee, 1943). The 
Oration is available in three translations: The Very Elegant Speech on the Dig - 
nity of Man, tr. Charles G. Wallis (Annapolis, Md., 1940); Oration on the Dig¬ 
nity of Man, tr. Elizabeth L. Forbes (in E. Cassirer et aL, eds., The Renaissance 
Philosophy of Man, Chicago, 1948, pp. 223-54, reprinted with the Latin text in 
Oratio de hominis dignitate, Lexington, Ky., 1953); Oration on the Dignity of 
Man, tr. A. Robert Caponigri (Chicago, 1956). 

Of the numerous studies on Pico, the following are especially important: E. 
Anagnine, G. Pico della Mirandola (Bari, 1937); E. Garin, Giovanni Pico della 
Mirandola (Florence, 1937); E. Garin, La cultura filosofica del Rinascimento 
italiano (Florence, 1961); E. Garin, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (Mirandola, 
1963); L. Dorez and L. Thuasne, Pic de la Mirandole en France (Paris, 1897); 
P. Kibre, The Library of Pico della Mirandola (New York, 1936); Avery Dulles, 
Princeps Concordiae: Pico della Mirandola and the Scholastic Tradition (Cam¬ 
bridge, Mass., 1941); E. Cassirer, “Giovanni Pico della Mirandola,” Journal of 
the History of Ideas, III (1942), 123-44; 319-46; E. Monnerjahn, Giovanni Pico 
della Mirandola (Wiesbaden, i960). The proceedings of the Pico Congress held 
in 1963 will be published in the near future. 

chapter 5. P omponazzi 

For Renaissance Aristotelianism, see E. Renan, Averroes et Vaverroisme, 2d 
ed. (Paris, 1861) and many editions; B. Nardi, Sigieri di Brabante nel pensiero 
del Rinascimento italiano (Rome, 1945); B. Nardi, Saggi sulVaristotelismo pado - 
vano dal secolo XIV al XVI (Florence, 1958); J. H. Randall, Jr., The School of 
Padua and the Emergence of Modern Science (Padua, 1961); P. O. Kristeller, 
La tradizione aristotelica nel Rinascimento (Padua, 1962). 

Editions of texts: De immortalitate animae, ed. G. Gentile (Messina, 1925), 
ed. G. Morra (Bologna, 1954); De fato, ed. R. Lemay (Lugano, 1957); De natu- 
ralium effectuum causis sive de incantationibus (Basel, 1556, and in Opera, Basel, 
1567); Tractatus acutissimi (Venice, 1525); P. O. Kristeller, “Two Unpublished 
Questions on the Soul by Pietro Pomponazzi,” Medievalia et Humanistica, IX 
(1:955), 76-101, and X (1956), 151. An English translation of the De immortali¬ 
tate animae by W. H. Hay was first published, with a facsimile of the early edi¬ 
tion, in Haverford in 1938, and later in E. Cassirer et al., eds., The Renaissance 
Philosophy of Man (Chicago, 1948), pp. 280-381. 

For his thought, see F. Fiorentino, Pietro Pomponazzi (Florence, 1868); An- 
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drew H. Douglas, The Philosophy and Psychology of Pietro Pomponazzi (Cam¬ 
bridge, 1910). See also a series of articles by B. Nardi in the Giornale Critico 
della Filosofia Italiana, Vols. XXIX-XXXV (1950-56); Don Cameron Allen, 
Doubt*s Boundless Sea: Scepticism and Faith in the Renaissance (Baltimore, 
1964), pp. 29-45; D* A. Jorio, “The Problem of the Soul and the Unity of Man 
in Pietro Pomponazzi,” The New Scholasticism, XXXVII (1963), 293-311. 


chapter 6. Telesio 

For the philosophers of nature, see the studies by Cassirer and Koyre in the 
general bibliography. 

Editions of texts: De rerum natura, ed. V. Spampanato, 3 vols. (Modena, 1910- 

33)- 

For studies of Telesio, see F. Fiorentino, Bernardino Telesio, 2 vols. (Flor¬ 
ence, 1872-74); Neil C. Van Deusen, Telesio: The First of the Moderns (diesis, 
Columbia University, New York, 1932); N. Abbagnano, Bernardino Telesio 
(Milan, 1941); G. Soleri, Telesio (Brescia, 1945). 

chapter 7. P atrizi 

For Patrizi bibliography, see Brickman below; Lega Nazionale di Trieste, 
Onoranze a Francesco Patrizi da Cherso, Catalogo della Mostra Bibliografica 
(Trieste, 1957). 

Editions of texts: Discussiones peripateticae (Basel, 1581); Nova de universis 
philosophia (Ferrara, 1591, and Venice, 1593); UAmorosa Filosofia, ed. John C. 
Nelson (Florence, 1963); an edition of the Poetica, including its unpublished 
sections, is being prepared by Dr. Danilo Aguzzi. 

For Patrizi’s life and difficulties with the Congregation of the Index, see A. 
Solerti, “Autobiografia di Francesco Patricio da Cherso,” Archivio storico per 
Trieste, VIstria e il Trentino, III (1884-86), 275-81; L. Firpo, “Filosofia italiana 
e controriforma,” Rivista di Filosofia, XLI (1950), 150-73, and XLII (1951), 
30-47; T. Gregory, “L*Apologia ad Censuram di Francesco Patrizi,” Rinasci- 
mento, IV (1953), 89-104; T. Gregory, “L”Apologia’ e le ‘Declarationes’ di F. 
Patrizi,” in Medioevo e Rinascimento: Studi in onore di Bruno Nardi (Florence, 

1955), ^385-424- 

For his thought, see Paola Maria Arcari, 11 pensiero politico di Francesco Pa¬ 
trizi da Cherso (Rome, 1935); Benjamin Brickman, An Introduction to Fran¬ 
cesco Patrizi*s Nova de universis philosophia (thesis, Columbia University, New 
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York, 1941, with bibliography). See also E. Jacobs, “Francesco Patrizi und seine 
Sammlung griechischer Handschriften in der Bibliothek des Escorial,” Zentral- 
blatt fuer Bibliothe\swesen, XXV (1908), 19-47; J. Th. Papademetriou, “The 
Sources and the Character of Del Governo de’ Regni,” Transactions and Proceed¬ 
ings of the American Philological Association, XCII (1961), 422-39 (esp. 434- 
35); John C. Nelson, “L’‘Amorosa Filosofia’ di Francesco Patrizi da Cherso,” 
Rinascimento , XIII (1962), 89-106. 


chapter 8. Bruno 

For Bruno bibliography, see V. Salvestrini, Bibliografia delle opere di Gior¬ 
dano Bruno (Pisa, 1926, revised edition by L. Firpo, Florence, 1958). 

Editions of texts: Opere italiane, 2d ed., 3 vols., ed. V. Spampanato and G. 
Gentile (Bari, 1923-27); Dialoghi italiani, 3d ed., ed. G. Aquilecchia (Florence, 

1958) ; Opera latine conscripta, ed. F. Fiorentino et al., 3 vols. in 6 (Naples, 1879- 
91, and Stuttgart, 1962); Des fureurs heroiques, ed. P.-H. Michel (Paris, 1954); 
Due dialoghi sconosciuti e due dialoghi noti, ed. G. Aquilecchia (Rome, 1957); 
for a new text to be published soon, see G. Aquilecchia, “Lezioni inedite di Gior¬ 
dano Bruno in un codice della Biblioteca universitaria di Jena,” Accademia Na- 
zionale dei Lincei, Rendiconti della Classe di Scienze Morali, Storiche e Filo- 
logiche, Ser. 8, Vol. XVII (1962), pp. 463-85. For English translations, see “Con¬ 
cerning the Cause, Principle and One,” in S. Greenberg (see below); “On the 
Infinite Universe and Worlds,” in D. Singer (see below); The Heroic Enthu¬ 
siasts, tr. L. Williams, 2 vols. (London, 1887-89); The Heroic Frenzies, tr. Paul 
E. Memmo (thesis, Columbia University, New York, in microfilm, Ann Arbor, 

1959) ; Cause, Principle and Unity, tr. Jack Lindsay (Castle Hedingham, Essex, 
1962, and New York, 1964). 

For Bruno’s life and trial, see V. Spampanato, Vita di Giordano Bruno, 2 vols. 
(Messina, 1921); Documenti della vita di Giordano Bruno, ed. V. Spampanato 
(Florence, 1934); A. Mercati, II sommario del processo di Giordano Bruno (Vat¬ 
ican City, 1942); L. Firpo, “II processo di Giordano Bruno,” Rivista storica itali- 
ana, LX (1948), 542-97, and LXI (1949), 5-59. 

For his thought, see F. Tocco, Le opere latine di Giordano Bruno (Florence, 
1889); L. Olschki, Giordano Bruno (Bari, 1927); Sidney Greenberg, The Infi¬ 
nite in Giordano Bruno (New York, 1950); Dorothy W. Singer, Giordano 
Bruno: His Life and Thought (New York, 1950); Irving L. Horowitz, The 
Renaissance Philosophy of Giordano Bruno (New York, 1952)—I disagree with 
many views of this author; John C. Nelson, Renaissance Theory of Love (New 
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York, 1958); P.-H. Michel, La cosmologie de Giordano Bruno (Paris, 1962); 
Frances A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London and 
Chicago, 1964). 


Appendix 

For this section, I may be permitted to refer to some of my other studies: “Hu¬ 
manism and Scholasticism in the Italian Renaissance,” last printed in my Re - 
naissance Thought (New York, 1961), pp. 92-119,153-66; “Umanesimo italiano 
e Bisanzio,” Lettere Italiane, XVI (1964), 1-14; and my forthcoming Wimmer 
lecture, Renaissance Philosophy and the Mediaeval Tradition . For the contribu¬ 
tion of the humanists to classical scholarship, see the works by Voigt, Sabbadini, 
and Sandys cited in the general section; for their contribution to literature, see 
V. Rossi, II Quattrocento, 4th ed. (Milan, 1949); for the contribution of the hu¬ 
manists to ethics, see P. O. Kristeller, “The Moral Thought of Renaissance Hu¬ 
manism,” in Chapters in Western Civilization (Columbia University, New 
York, Vol. I, 3d ed., 1961), pp. 289-335. For the origin of the terms humanista 
and studia humanitatis, see also A. Campana, “The Origin of the Word ‘Human¬ 
ist,’ ” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, IX (1946), 60-73. 

For the Latin translations from the Greek, see J. T. Muckle, “Greek Works 
Translated Direcdy into Latin Before 1350,” Mediaeval Studies, IV (1942), 33- 
42, and V (1943), 102-14; Corpus Platonicum Medii Aevi, ed. R. Klibansky; 
Aristoteles Latinus, ed. G. Lacombe et al., 3 vols. (Vol. I, Rome, 1939, Vol. II, 
Cambridge, 1955, and Vol. Ill, Bruges and Paris, 1961). 

For Renaissance rhetoric and poetics and their medieval background, see C. S. 
Baldwin, Medieval Rhetoric and Poetic (New York, 1928), and Renaissance Lit¬ 
erary Theory and Practice (New York, 1939); Donald L. Clark, Rhetoric and 
Poetry in the Renaissance (New York, 1922); A. Buck, Italienische Dichtungs- 
lehren vom Mittelalter bis zum Ausgang der Renaissance (Tuebingen, 1952). 

For Greek studies prior to the humanistic period, see several studies by R. 
Weiss, especially “The Greek Culture of South Italy in the Later Middle Ages,” 
Proceedings of the British Academy, XXXVII (1951), 23-50; K. M. Setton, “The 
Byzantine Background to the Italian Renaissance,” Proceedings of the American 
Philosophical Society, C (1956), 1-76. 
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translations of, 10-n, 58 
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